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In 1945, disguised in German J oy 
helmet, Mussolini attempted to escape 
advancing Allied armies. Ey onaey for-him, 

~ the convoy of which he was part was stopped. 
by partisans and his features, made so familiar 
by Fascist propaganda, gave him away. Within 
24 hours he was dead, executed by his captors. 
He joined those sent early to their graves as an 
outcome of his dictatorship — at least a million 
people, and probably more. 


He was one of the tyrantkillers who so scarred 
interwar Europe, but neither he nor his regime can 
be properly understood by any simple equation 
with Hitler or Stalin. Like Hitler and Stalin, his life 
began, modestly, in the provinces; unlike them, 
he maintained a traditional male family life, 
including both wife and mistresses, and sought in 
his way to be an intellectual. He was cruel (but 
not the cruellest); his racism existed, but never 
with the consistency and vigour that would have 
made him a good recruit for the SS. He sought an 
empire; but, in the most part, his was of the 

~ old-fashioned, costly, nineteenth-century variety, 
not a racial or ideological imperium. And self- 
evidently Italian: society was not German or 
Russian: the particular patterns of that society 
shaped his dictatorship. 


Richard Bosworth’s Mussolini allows us to come 
closer than ever before to an appreciation of the 
life and actions of the man and of the political 
world and society within which he operated. 
With extraordinary skill and vividness, drawing 
on a huge range of sources, this biography 

~ paints a picture of brutality and failure, yet one 
tempered with an understanding of Mussolini as 
a human being, not so different from many of his 
contemporaries: 7 
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| ee taken by the Australians, a people who amount to nothing 
in the history of the world’.' So, in January 1941 from his gilded 
retreat at the Casa Italiana attached to Columbia University, Giuseppe 
Prezzolini, an intellectual patron of the youthful Mussolini, wrote in 
disgust at the Italian national and Fascist war effort. His words might 
be read as a dampener on any Australian with the effrontery to seek to 
understand modern Italian history, let alone craft an account of the 
Duce, Benito Mussolini, leader of Italy from 1922 to 1945. Nonetheless, 
since the 1960s, it has been my lot to write Italian history and, in many 
senses, my life work is summed up in this new biography. 

As my name indicates, I am an Anglo-Saxon Australian, with few 
natural connections to Italy. None the less, when, in my teens, I started 
reading my parents’ library, I found among their books My 
Autobiography ‘by Benito Mussolini’.? Perhaps my father (from 1933 to 
1938 a research chemist at the Cavendish laboratories in Cambridge and 
possessed of vaguely leftist political leanings) had bought it in 1935, 
prompted by the notoriety come to the Duce from Italy’s invasion of 
Ethiopia. My father died, messily, of heart trouble before I was old 
enough to discuss such matters with him. But my mother later recalled 
that they had holidayed at Venice in November 1935 (given the sanc- 
tions campaign against Italy and the outraged Italian reaction to it, not 
an ideal moment for such a trip). She added that the imponderable 
locals had spat at my (fair-haired, blue-eyed, ‘English-looking’) father 
and abused him as an ‘English dog’ when the two went walking in the 
calli, and left her political analysis at that. The holidays they took in 
Nazi Germany in 1936 and 1937, she remembered more pleasurably; 
then the beer and cakes were good and the tramping excellent. 

We lived in an upper middle class suburb of Sydney, and Italian 
immigrants, who, in my boyhood, were arriving in Australiain hundreds 
of thousands, remained for many years well beyond my ken. Although 
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I had been fascinated somehow by history since boyhood, there was 
nothing which was as yet destining me to my career as a historian of 
Italy. When, as an undergraduate, I went to Sydney University in 1961, 
I did run into interwar Europe, since my most stimulating teacher was 
Ernest Bramsted, sometime biographer of Goebbels, and one of the few 
Jewish intellectual refugees from Nazism to find sanctuary in Australia. 
Bramsted ensured that, when, in 1966, I myself in turn went to 
Cambridge to do a PhD and work under Harry Hinsley, my research 
would focus on twentieth-century international relations. 

Like many other research students in that decade of ‘old-fashioned 
diplomatic history’, I set down to study a small aspect of the coming 
of the First World War. The 50-year rule was permitting the opening 
of the archives on that subject, and PhD students were directed to the 
new material, with the implication that each was colouring in a pebble 
in the mosaic which would eventually show why there was war in 
1914 (and other times). In most ways by accident, among Hinsley’s 
battery of students I received the task of appraising British policy 
towards Italy. All scholarly decorum, I travelled to the Public Record 
Office, then still in Chancery Lane, and began to read the diplomatic 
traffic between London and Rome. 

Just in case the ‘documents’ were not the beginning and end of 
historical knowledge, Hinsley, in his genial way, suggested that I 
would benefit from some months in Rome, even though my topic was 
meant to be ‘British’, not ‘European’, history. So, in September 1967, 
my wife Michal and I reached Rome, with youthful confidence, inade- 
quate Italian and an introduction to Mario Toscano, then Italy’s most 
senior diplomatic historian. He was too grand a figure to spend any 
time on so humble a visitor, but he did encourage his assistente, 
Giustino Filippone Thaulero, to watch over our lives. For four 
delightful months, we discovered the Biblioteca di storia moderna e 
contemporanea, other libraries and lots more besides, falling in love 
with Rome, for us destined to be thereafter the eternal city. Of course, 
I read mainly on Liberal Italy, but I was tempted on occasion to learn 
more about Mussolini and Fascism. Now I enjoyed the (highly dubious 
and ghosted) memoirs of his batman, Quintino Navarra’s Memorie del 
cameriere di Mussolini and other such racy works. 

My life had reached a turning point. Although I wrote up my 
Cambridge thesis on the approved topic of ‘British foreign policy 
towards Italy 1902-1915’, I had decided to become an Italianist. When, 
in 1969, I went back to Sydney as a young lecturer, I was determined 
to write Italian history. I had found an excuse to visit Italy every year, 
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often during the Australian long vacation, that is, over the European 
winter, always an excellent time to be in Italy, since the Italians are 
there, the archives are open and the tourists are limited in number. 

In thus indulging in autobiography, I am saying that this biography 
of Mussolini may have been only three years in the making since I 
signed my contract in 1998. Yet it also reflects work done for a genera- 
tion. This long-term side of my study means I have accumulated 30 
years of debts to many historians, many archives and many libraries. I 
cannot mention all of these. But one occasion should be recorded. It 
was 22 December 1970. For the first time, I had ventured to the 
Archivio Centrale dello Stato, redolently placed in its Fascist building 
in the Fascist model suburb of EUR (I had earlier worked in the 
archives of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, on the opposite side of 
Rome, but similarly housed in a Fascist building, with the monu- 
mental Fascist Foro dell’Impero, now re-named the Foro italico, near 
by). At the ACS, I was reading a dusty file of papers on Liberal Italy, 
amid the babble of conversation and in the fug of cigarette smoke 
which distinguish Italian archives from some others. Suddenly schol- 
arly labour stopped. Everybody — students, professors, archivists, 
document-fetchers — trooped towards a table set up with glasses of 
spumante and slices of panettone. Aman, whom I later learned was the 
director, Costanzo Casucci, then gave a speech celebrating us all, 
emphasising the collective nature of intellectual endeavour and 
wishing us well for Christmas. In this tiny ceremony I found expressed 
the humanity in the humanities, and I have never let go my hope in it. 

If the ACS is still my special place for a day’s archival research, my 
favourite library is the Biblioteca Oriani at Ravenna, with its splendid 
collection of what might be called Fascistiana, and with Dante 
Bolognesi and his friendly staff. There I did a very great deal of the 
background reading for this biography. Hell, by contrast, is the 
Biblioteca Nazionale at Rome; its expensive recent technological re-fit 
has left it still a place where a secret mission statement must pledge 
that everything will be done to ensure that, from one year to the next, 
no books are read within its portals. 

When acknowledging my debts, it is harder to single out colleagues 
in the wonderful discipline of history. So many people, be they fellow 
academics or students or just friends with historical interests, have 
helped to preserve my passion as a historian. They have written books 
which I would like to have written and have loved to read. They have 
thought in ways which I aspire to match and from which I have tried 
to learn. They have given me hospitality, physical, intellectual and 
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spiritual. Some have even generously striven to polish my writing style 
and hone my arguments. Any list is invidious but, among those I would 
especially like to thank, are Roger Absalom, Loretta Baldassar, Tony 
Barker, Ruth Ben-Ghiat, Judy Berman, Martin Blinkhorn, Judy Bolton, 
Edmund Bosworth, Mary Bosworth, the late Frank Broeze, Tony Cahill, 
Paul Corner, Trish Crawford, Gianfranco Cresciani, Patrizia Dogliani, 
Nick Doumanis, Sheila Fitzpatrick, Frances Flanagan, Oscar Gaspari, 
Dick Geary, Anthony Gerbino, Grahame Harrison, the Harveys, 
Marianne Hicks, Reto Hoffman, Ernie Jones, Judith Keene, David 
Lowenthal, Philippa Maddern, Muriel Mahony, Fabio Malusa, Ben 
Mercer, the Minellis, Jonathan Morris, Peter Monteath, Michael 
Ondaatje, Luisa Passerini, Ros Pesman, Lorenzo Polizzotto, David Ritter, 
Gino Rizzo, Keith Robbins, Giovanna Rosselli, Deryck Schreuder, Enrico 
Serra, Glenda Sluga, Ed Smith, Jonathan Steinberg, Rob Stuart, Luciano 
Tosi, Wasim, Graham White and Shane White. 

I am similarly indebted to various institutions — St. John’s College 
and Clare Hall, Cambridge, Balliol College, Oxford, the British School 
in Rome, the Italian Academy at Columbia (where I sought not to be 
too rude to Prezzolini’s ghost) — which have welcomed me as a visitor. 
While the ravaging of the humanities in Australia by the fans of 
economic rationalism has proceeded, I have been given a cushy billet 
through a national Research Council grant, which has exempted me 
from teaching for two semesters during the research and composition 
of this book. The writing, which mainly occurred over the Australian 
summer of 2000-1, was a time of special joy. Can there be anything 
better than waking up every morning in the endless series of bril- 
liantly sunny Perth days to head for the computer and find that an 
ancient research technique provides the information and that the 
mystery of literary creation somehow produces the words? I shall be 
bereft until I find as challenging a new book to write as this one. 

Some readers may be surprised at the gentleness of these senti- 
ments, since I am in some places notorious for having joined academic 
battles about the interpretation of Italian history with a will (from 
distant Australia, an expertise in historiography has often been easier 
of achievement than a knowledge of archival history). As Republican 
Italy experienced its various travails of leftist hope in the 1960s and 
1970s and of rightist return in the 1980s and 1990s, this latter process 
culminating in May 2001 with the accession of Silvio Berlusconi to the 
Prime Ministership, it was impossible to do Italian history without 
some sense of politics. Until the last few years, it was starkly evident 
that history, and especially the interpretation of Mussolini and his 
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regime, its causes, course and consequences, still mattered to a great 
number of Italians. After all, in my age of innocence, when I published 
a lengthy but critical monograph on Italian foreign policy before 1914, 
I found Rosario Romeo, Italy’s premier conservative historian, 
lambasting me in a newspaper review as an ‘Italy-hater’, one who 
might be better off assessing his own inheritance from ‘Botany Bay’ 
than intruding into discussions about Italian liberalism.3 

In our time of the ‘end of history’ (whatever the potential lingering 
power of irrational fundamentalisms), when ideologies and their meta- 
narratives sprung from the Enlightenment and its belief in human 
perfectability through rational knowledge and social action seem ship- 
wrecked and the market rules all, and when the Italian left seeks to 
find a ‘third way’ in an Olive Tree Alliance and with new political 
groupings called the Daisy or the Sunflower, I struggle against a 
profound alienation. In these circumstances, it was all the more appro- 
priate when, some time between my signature of the contract and my 
writing of the manuscript, I was diagnosed with the same cardiac 
problems which killed my father. Technology having raced ahead, I, as 
a result, like so many men in their fifties, was physiologically by- 
passed and now I live with a sense of my bodily good fortune, 
compared with my father’s bad luck. As one who clings to the political 
ideas and ideals I learned in the 1960s (and which go back to 1789), I 
am left with the paradox of gratitude about scientific progress mixed 
with disdain for, and fear of, the hegemonic ideology of the moment, 
by-passed, but with opposed effect, both in my body and my soul. 

I shall leave readers to decide whether any of these events and atti- 
tudes can be traced, or are worth tracing, in my prose. I should admit 
that I have tried to view Mussolini to some extent with ‘the eye of 
pity’ .4 Readers will, I trust, find that I regard him as a bully, a coward 
and a failure, and that my writing of the biography has not converted 
me into a worshipper of the Duce or of Fascism. None the less, 
Mussolini, unlike what remains the received understanding of his 
‘friend’ Adolf Hitler, was, Iam convinced, a man not so different from 
many another. In his crass vainglory, his appalling sexism and racism, 
his innumerable sins of omission and commission, his sad Darwinism, 
there but for the grace of humanity went numbers of Italians of his 
generation, and there, with or without such grace, go many of us. 

Two final thanks — the first to Christopher Wheeler, the most sensi- 
tive and encouraging of editors. The second to Mike whose 
contribution to the subtlety, range and happiness of my life is infinite 
and to whom this book is dedicated. 
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Mussolini is the only person responsible for the major deeds of 
the regime. However, he is not the guarantor of all the individual 
undertakings, all the initiatives and all the different ideas which 
must grow up and flourish around Fascism. 


Critica Fascista, VII, 15 September 1929 (editorial). 


Yet it seems hardly possible that Mussolini alone has been 
responsible for the making of all major policies. Rather, it appears 
that he is essentially the personification of Dictatorship. 
Outwardly he is the inspired autocrat manipulating his puppets, 
and receiving credit for everything. In practice, however, rule is 
exercised collectively by a few leading administrators, including 
Mussolini, and their official and unofficial advisers. Their one 
basic and constant guiding principle is that their dominance be 
preserved. 


C.T. Schmidt (lecturer in economics at Columbia University), 
The Corporate state in action: Italy under Fascism, 
London (Left Book Club), 1939, p. 78. 


Wasn’t Churchill just a Mussolini made over by English society, 
but not made over too much? 


G. Bottai, Vent’anni e un giorno (24 luglio 1943), 
Milan, 1977, p. 27. 


It is not possible to draw a portrait of Mussolini, without 
drawing one, too, of the Italian people. His qualities and his 
defects are not his own. Rather they are the qualities and the 
defects of all Italians. 


C. Malaparte, Muss. II grande imbecille, Milan, 1999, p. 67. 
(The sometime radical Fascist, later communist and 
eventually Maoist, writer Curzio Malaparte expressed 

this view in the summer of 1943.) 
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Introduction 


HICH European politician of the first half of the twentieth 
century could be relied on to read the philosophical and 
literary works of his co-nationals and send their authors notes of crit- 
icism and congratulation?' Who, at a time of profound crisis and 
despite his evident ill health, kept on his desk a copy of the works of 
Socrates and Plato, annotated in his own hand?? Who declared 
publicly that he loved trees and anxiously quizzed his bureaucracy 
about storm damage to the environment? Who, in his table talk while 
he was entrenched in power, was fascinated by the task of tracing his 
intellectual antecedents?3 Who at least said that he admired contem- 
porary historians for their professionalism and their refusal to bow to 
fashion4 and urged that his party’s line should be ‘indulgence towards 
professors’?5 Who seemed almost always ready to grant an interview 
and, having done so, was especially pleased by the prospect of talking 
about contemporary political and philosophical ideas? Who left more 
than 44 volumes of his collected works? Who claimed with an element 
of truth that money never dirtied his hands?® Who could conduct a 
conversation in three languages apart from his own?’ Who was warmly 
solicitous of his daughter, when, after her marriage and in her first 
pregnancy, she was living in foreign parts, and wrote regularly and 
personally to her,® even if on occasion only to report family pleasure at 
victories by the national football team?9 
The somewhat surprising answer to all these questions is Benito 
Mussolini, Duce of Italian Fascism and dictator of Italy from 1922 (or 
1925) to 1945 (or 1943). Earlier English-language biographers and 
many a contemporary concluded that, in essence, Mussolini was both 
knave and fool. As the very proper English gentleman Anthony Eden 
put it, with a degree of venom which a gentleman on occasion 
disgorges: ‘Mussolini is, I fear, the complete gangster and his pledged 
word means nothing.’ Promiscuity, boasting, strutting vanity, petty 
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cruelty, incompetence — these were the words most associated with 
Mussolini, and they have painted him as more a figure of fun than of 
the sort of dread reserved for his fellow dictators, Hitler and Stalin. 
These latter were fearful totalitarian tyrants. Mussolini, though it was 
he who first announced the intention of building a ‘totalitarian state’, 
was but a ‘Sawdust Caesar’,™ no more than a buffoon.” 

So, indeed, he was, readers of this new biography may well 
conclude. Yet, as they commence the pages of this book, they should 
be cautioned that the long tradition of a critical reading of the Duce’s 
career carries more than a little Anglo-Saxon racial prejudice towards 
lesser breeds outside the law and especially towards ‘southerners’, 
‘Mediterraneans’, what certain Australians of my acquaintance still 
call ‘Eyetalians’. Assumptions about failure, superficiality and crimi- 
nality have been a regular part of the English-language discourse on 
Mussolini, almost as if to imply that such failings are unknown 
outside Italy. The common assessment that Mussolini was ‘no better 
than third-rate’ could seem to suggest that in other, happier, more 
northern and Anglo-Saxon lands, rulers have been, are, and always 
will be first-class men (and women). 

In Italy, such expressions of effortless superiority have been greeted 
with some unease. It is true that for a generation the Italian Left, 
linked in one way or another to the Italian Communist Party (itself 
enjoying continual growth in electoral support until the end of the 
1970s), forged its identity on the ‘myth of the Resistance’. By this 
reading of the history of the twentieth century, Italy, from 1922 to 
1945, fell under vicious misrule. Mussolini's dictatorship, so the argu- 
ment goes, punished the great majority of the Italian people during its 
generation of power, and its alliance with the ultimate evil of Nazi 
Germany was natural and inevitable. So, too, was the involvement in 
apocalyptic war and genocide. Fascism and Nazism, Mussolini and 
Hitler, were each to be best understood through the ‘model of 
fascism’, which brought to light the manifold similarities between the 
two regimes and their ‘charismatic’ leaders. It was a model, which had, 
and has, much to be said for it. Yet, for the post-war Italian Left this 
interpretation had its greatest use in contemporary politics. It could 
help check the rapacity of the rich, the sexism of men, the allure of a 
revived nationalism. It could privilege the working class, trade 
unions, social humanism, those groups, institutions and ideas which 
Fascism had opposed and repressed. 

Naturally enough, there were plenty of Italians who disapproved of 
Leftist assumptions about their world and who by no means agreed 
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with the condemnation of all aspects of the Fascist past. From the mid- 
1960s, what have come to be called the ‘Anti-Anti-Fascists’ found their 
champion in Renzo De Felice, the extraordinarily pertinacious biogra- 
pher of Mussolini. Giorgio Pini and Duilio Susmel, two ex-Fascists, 
had already in the 1950s written a four-volume study of the Duce 
which is very sympathetic to him (and remains useful to scholars). But 
in what eventually was a seven-book biography, which ran past 6000 
pages, and was published between 1965 and 1997, the last volume 
posthumously, De Felice provided a massively detailed account of 
Mussolini's life. De Felice was the epitome of the historian as ‘archive 
rat’, to use Stalin’s hostile term. He read in depth the government 
papers typically found in the Archivio Centrale dello Stato in Rome — 
these archives are housed in a building planned for the Esposizione 
Universale Romana (Rome Universal Exhibition), which was meant to 
celebrate 20 years of Fascist rule in 1942. As it became apparent that 
De Felice was not as unfriendly to the Duce as was the culture of the 
Left, the Duce’s hard-working biographer also acted as a magnet for 
surviving Fascists who regularly gave him access to their papers and 
diaries. When his own research was complete, De Felice frequently 
organised the publication of such works. Both in his prose, however 
meandering and confused, and in his editorial efforts, De Felice has 
left a remarkable heritage, one which no subsequent biographer of 
Mussolini can avoid. 

As an interpreter of Mussolini, De Felice needs to be read with 
greater caution. Especially in the latter volumes, he frequently sought 
to exculpate the Duce, and became savagely dismissive of what he 
liked to call the journalistic superficiality of the ‘Anti-Fascist 
vulgate’.“4 His own conclusions, he remarked immodestly, were the 
only possible ones, even when they included a highly contestable 
emphasis on Mussolini's ‘progressive’ politics and regret at his bad 
luck in failing to convert Hitler to the truth that the epicentre of the 
Second World War lay not on the Russian front but in the 
Mediterranean. Just before De Felice’s death, his version of the past 
had become grist to the mill of a rising Italian new Right. He was 
praised by the allegedly ‘post-fascist’ members of the National 
Alliance, led by Gianfranco Fini, a man who went on claiming that 
Mussolini was the greatest statesman of the twentieth century, and by 
Silvio Berlusconi. This billionaire out-matches Mussolini's own efforts 
to be a journalist in politics by offering instead the frightening spectre 
of a media magnate in politics. In contemporary Italy, Berlusconi 
makes the news in many, too many, ways. 
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From my distant Australian refuge, I watch these events with the 
same curmudgeonly discomfort with which I view most contemporary 
politics. It would be churlish of me, however, not to acknowledge my 
debt to De Felice’s biography. My footnotes certainly betray regular 
reference to his pages for detail and information. And yet, in this 
study, my more influential models have been drawn from neither 
Anglo-Saxon nor Italian biographies of Mussolini (nor from the new, 
lengthy but ‘De Felicean’, study by the French historian Pierre 
Milza).5 My approach to Mussolini is conditioned by my reading of 
more general European history. 

When Christopher Wheeler kindly raised with me the possibility 
that I might like to essay a new analysis of the Duce, I was doubtful. I 
had never written a biography before. And I thought of myself, and 
still do, as more a ‘structuralist’ or ‘functionalist’ historian, anxious to 
explore the ‘social roots’ of policy than an ‘intentionalist’ one, 
convinced that Great Men are indeed great, the dynamos of their 
times. My surviving interest in these issues shows that I was influ- 
enced by the 1980s literature on Nazi Germany. At least in Australia, 
all who teach twentieth-century European history are to some degree 
the pensioners of Adolf Hitler; for 35 years, I have smuggled some 
Italian history into courses which students have volunteered to do 
because of the terror and the glamour of Nazi Germany. From my 
immersion in the historiography on Germany I knew that there were 
fascinating debates about whether or not Hitler was a ‘weak’ dictator, 
about what the limits might have been of his power, about the origi- 
nality or banality of his ideas, and so about the extent to which Nazi 
practice was an imposition from ‘above’ or a welling up from ‘below’. 
Since I also had to teach the history of the Soviet Union (being a 
pensioner of Hitler does not rule out benefit gained from Stalin, too), I 
was encouraged to consult the fine work of Sheila Fitzpatrick” and 
others on not dissimilar issues in the history of the USSR and notably 
the functioning of its allegedly ‘totalitarian’ state amid the complexity 
and ambiguity of the society of all the Russias. 

I therefore began my research by emphasising that I would place 
Mussolini into his society, commencing with a basic scepticism about 
the ‘Great Man’ and the liberal (but also Fascist) idea that every indi- 
vidual is potentially free to follow his or her will. ‘My’ Mussolini, I 
was sure (while trying to block out any foolish ambitions to become a 
‘Great Biographer’), would tell as much about the society of Italy (and 
the Italies) as it would about the individual peccadilloes of a particular 
human being. 
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None the less, to prepare myself for my task, I automatically looked 
at recent biographies of major twentieth-century politicians. Two 
especially impressed me. The first was Paul Preston’s detailed account 
of General Franco, with its subtle analysis of how power was exercised 
in Spain for the lengthy period of Franco's rule. Among the themes 
which I noted for comparison with Mussolini was Preston’s emphasis 
on the Caudillo’s ‘inscrutable pragmatism’, his ‘evasion of commitment 
and ... taste for the imprecise’."” Franco, Preston told me, did not 
forget to practise obfuscation, the better to confuse later historians 
— ‘throughout his life, he regularly rewrote his own life story’. Quite a 
few Francos thus turn up in his record of the past. (How many 
Mussolinis might I, then, need to meet, I asked myself.) All the same, 
at least according to Preston, a real historical actor did exist; Franco’s 
‘powers were comparable to those of Hitler and greater than those of 
Mussolini’. Protected by his ‘ability to calibrate almost instantly the 
weakness and/or price of a man’, Franco, Preston argued, used his 
power for four decades ‘with consummate skill, striking decisively at 
his outright enemies but maintaining the loyalty of those within the 
Nationalist coalition with cunning and a perceptive insight into 
human weakness worthy of a man who had learned his politics among 
the tribes of Morocco’. Here was a strong dictator, however blindly 
cruel was his treatment of foes and however unrelentingly barren his 
view of the world turned out to be. According to Preston, Franco’s 
most telling comments were expressed in 1954, when he informed the 
Bourbon Pretender Don Juan: ‘I never placed my complete confidence 
in anyone’ and this judicious caution had meant that, for him, ‘Spain 
... [was] easy to govern.’ Preston, I reflected, had concluded that a 
Great (Bad) Man indeed existed in Franco’s Spain, one who cheerfully 
and brutally exercised free will. 

Chastened a little in my assumptions and predilections, I then 
turned to Ian Kershaw’s magnificent new biography of Hitler — there 
were pleasing afternoons when I could abandon the travail of 
constructing my own prose about Mussolini and read the second 
volume of Kershaw’s study, which reached Australia late in 2000.” But 
when I was planning my biography, it was the introduction to 
Kershaw’s first volume which I found most interesting. Kershaw told 
me that in shouldering the burden of biography he had come from the 
‘wrong’ direction.” His own work was rooted in social history (and I 
knew, too, that he had written much on historiography). He was asso- 
ciated with members of that functionalist or structuralist school which 
had spent a generation in debate with intentionalists who thought 
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that Hitler was the supreme historical actor of his era. They believed in 
‘Hitler’s war’, ‘Hitler’s Holocaust’ and ‘Hitler’s Revolution’; they even 
contemplated Hitler as a ‘psychopathic God’.*3 Kershaw and his 
friends, by contrast, explored the relationship between the German 
people and Nazi rule, and surveyed the extent to which Nazism won 
the ‘consensus’ of the Germans. 

Kershaw’s intellectual background was one concern. Another was 
the fact that Hitler seemed to have had no real private life (except that 
surmised by the psycho-historians). Preston’s Franco rejoiced in a wife 
and daughter, played golf, went fishing, and decayed bathetically 
under the assault of Parkinson’s disease. But Hitler’s private world was 
more difficult to enter, if it existed at all. In the Fiihrer’s case, Kershaw 
lamented, ‘there was no retreat to a sphere outside the political, to a 
deeper existence which conditioned his public reflexes’ .*4 In apparent 
contradiction, Hitler, when acting as an executive, was notoriously 
fickle, erratic in his attendance at the office, complaisant about his 
‘artistic temperament’ and his devotion to a Bohemian lifestyle. He 
may or may not have thought that Germany was easy to govern but, 
frequently, he did not seem to bother to govern at all. 

Power in Nazi Germany was centred on the Fiihrer. That could not 
be denied, but Kershaw explained that this power ‘derived only in 
part from Hitler himself. In greater measure it was a social product —a 
creation of social expectations and motivation vested in Hitler by his 
followers’. ‘A history of Hitler’, Kershaw continued, ‘had to be, there- 
fore, a history of his power — how he came to get it, what its character 
was, how he exercised it, why he was allowed to expand it to break all 
institutional barriers, why resistance to that power was so feeble.’?5 In 
coping with these questions, Kershaw concluded, Weberian ideas 
about charisma offered the best conceptual tool, but, he warned, the 
historical analyst must be as attuned to German society as to Hitler 
himself.”° For Kershaw the key phrases in all the history of the Nazi 
regime were those coined by Werner Willikens, a Prussian bureau- 
cratic expert in agriculture who, unlike the Fiihrer, could reliably be 
found at his desk. In February 1934 Willikens wrote: ‘Everyone with 
opportunity to observe it knows that the Fiihrer can only with great 
difficulty order from above everything that he intends to carry out 
sooner or later. On the contrary, until now everyone has best worked 
in his place in the new Germany if, so to speak, he works towards the 
Fuhrer’. ‘It is the duty of every single person to attempt, in the spirit 
of the Fiihrer to work towards him’, he added.?’? Here, then, was what 
Kershaw regarded as a new sort of power,?® under the influence of 
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which Germans sought to express the Word even before it was spoken. 
They did so in a fog of confusion, miscomprehension, self-interest and 
fanaticism. Nazi Germany was ‘a highly modern state without any 
central coordinating body and with a [charismatic] head of govern- 
ment largely disengaged from the machinery of government’.”9 

From Kershaw’s work came a host of questions applicable to 
Mussolini. The Duce was plainly no exact replica of the Fuhrer. Rather 
like Franco, he did have a private life, a wife and five legitimate chil- 
dren, lots of mistresses, a successful career before 1914 — not yet thirty 
he was already the editor of the socialist national paper Avanti! — 
illnesses of his own, notably as he aged and his hair grew white. In 
office, for the most part he was a careful executive, regularly turning 
up at his desk, conscientiously reading the papers put before him, 
accepting the forms of office (most ironically a bi-weekly visit to the 
royal palace to consult King Victor Emmanuel III, the monarch who, 
throughout the Fascist dictatorship, remained constitutional head of 
state). There was plenty of evidence that Mussolini knew how to 
manage and manipulate men (and women). His rule was seconded by a 
loyalish and largely constant entourage, kept in line by a combination 
of bullying and blandishments, accepting that they would be regu- 
larly berated but also given the opportunity for corruption and for 
that endemic internecine executive warfare which was the Italian 
equivalent of the ‘institutional Darwinism’ historians have discerned 
in Nazi Germany. It was, in other words, clear that Mussolini was 
always anxious to govern and to be seen to govern. 

Yet, once Mussolini became Prime Minister in 1922 and then 
dictator in 1925, parallels with Hitler did come to the fore. Despite its 
bureaucratic aspects, much of Mussolini's governance was charis- 
matic. Indeed, he had been singled out as a bearer of charisma before 
1914. Why so? Did Mussolini natively exude leadership? Did he 
inscribe it on himself? Or, did others forge his character as a Duce? Did 
the charisma change over time? If it was fretted at times of troubles in 
1921 and 1924 and then faded into nothingness during the disasters of 
the Second World War, how and why did these fluctuations happen? 
Was there another, more personal and ‘human’, Mussolini somewhere 
separate from the charismatic Duce? How, moreover, did charismatic 
governance work in Italy? Did it ‘revolutionise’ Italian society? (Quite 
a few culturalist historians of Fascism were assuring me that the Italian 
people had been made genuinely militant by Mussolini's rule, univer- 
sally ready to march onwards as Fascist soldiers.) Were Italians to a 
man and a woman true believers in their Duce, I mused? Certainly 
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every book published under the regime assured me that the revolution 
was real and that Italians had been drastically modernised through 
their good fortune in acquiring Mussolini to rule them. Did they, too, 
then work towards their Duce? Was Mussolini's Italy a replica of what 
Kershaw has shown happening in Nazi Germany? 

A number of matters nourished my scepticism towards this straight- 
forward interpretation of a Fascist ‘revolution’, led without restraint 
by a charismatic Duce. My first training was in the history of Liberal 
Italy and I knew enough about that society’s rhetoric and practice, 
especially among the rising generation linked to the Nationalist 
Association (founded 1910), to be troubled when told of the originality 
of both Fascist foreign and colonial policies and of the accompanying 
looser discourse about the ‘new Rome’ and its mare nostrum. I found it 
hard to believe that Mussolini, at least in the international dealings of 
Fascism, had been especially ‘original’. 

Then there was the problem of Italy’s special Second World War. In 
regard to that conflict, I had not been won over by the revisionist 
arguments of De Felice and some of his English-language admirers who 
wanted to counter the established conclusion that the Fascist war was 
a disaster. Rather, I retained the view that, under the ‘test’ of a second 
conflict, Mussolini’s regime did worse than its Liberal predecessor had 
done. Liberal Italy was scarcely a place where state and society were 
reconciled, and yet, from 1915 to 1918, a tough war was fought to 
victory in a way that proved impossible after 1940, very much to 
Mussolini's discomfort, given his repeated raising of the parallel. This 
comparison was so telling that it made it hard to deny that Mussolini's 
talk about a genuinely ‘totalitarian’ state and its revolutionised people 
was, at least after 1940, bombast. 

The attitudes and behaviour of Mussolini and the majority of his 
henchmen were striking in another regard. Even the briefest knowl- 
edge of Mussolini himself, of his cynicism, of the crassness of his 
Darwinist assumption that there was no such thing as society, of his 
misanthropy, of his half-fearful desire to be left alone, of his eternal 
scathing condemnation of all he saw around him, of his boasted 
‘savagery’, demonstrated that he was no blindly true believer. 
Whatever else he was Mussolini was no Hitler impelled by a credo to 
act in one way and one way only. And what of his entourage? Was his 
son-in-law and, for quite a while, potential dauphin, Galeazzo Ciano, a 
Fascist fanatic, this man who trotted off to his golf course for his daily 
dose of gossip and good times? Ciano seemed more the typical bour- 
geois playboy (or, in better modern parlance, yuppy), whose 
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adamantinely Fascist phrases were scarcely to be taken seriously. So 
what of the ‘tough guys’, Roberto Farinacci or Mussolini’s enduring 
wife, Rachele, were they ‘real’ Fascists? Again yes and no seemed the 
only possible answer. Certainly, in some ways, the Duce was depen- 
dent on them, with their sullen desire that the social order be 
upturned. They (and Nicola Bombacci, the ex-communist and ex-anar- 
chist who popped back into the Duce’s life in 1943-45) half convinced 
Mussolini that, despite his schism from the socialist party in 1914, he 
had retained some contact with the ‘real people’. The word ‘half’ is 
important here. Farinacci and Rachele balanced Ciano, the King and 
the rest of the elite, but their very uncouthness, their crassness, the 
palpable nature of their commitment to verbal violence (and their own 
version of corruption), ruled them out as presentable office-holders in 
the world of compromises and deals which Mussolini believed 
inevitably constituted ‘politics’. 

It was a significant inadequacy on their part. When Mussolini 
admitted, as he sometimes did, that he might not always understand 
economics, or be fully in touch with society, or altogether comprehend 
culture, he always maintained that he was the master of ‘politics’. To 
achieve this subtle mastery, he had cast aside his own original earthi- 
ness, and outgrown the time of his life when he was just another 
Farinacci. Sometimes, of course, he acted directly and stubbornly of 
his own accord (he certainly persisted with the conquest of Ethiopia, 
for example, against most advice and, a decade earlier, he was equally 
stubborn in his pursuit of a high valuation of the lira on the interna- 
tional currency market). But, rather more frequently, he fudged and 
waited and “planned’ (always within an elastic time-frame) and 
watched events, seeking short-term, ‘tactical’, advantage. 
‘Totalitarian’ seemed, and seems, an inadequate word to describe the 
nuances of such behaviour. 

Similarly troubling was the De Felicean concept of a Fascism 
possessed of two opposing souls, the radical ‘Fascism movement’ and 
the conservative ‘Fascism regime’. A Ciano may have been at heart just 
another European young conservative, a Farinacci may have wanted to 
burn down the palaces, but Mussolini’s retention of a relationship 
with both indicates that his version of Fascism was not so much split 
between moderation and revolution as built from these two parts and 
dependent on them in spite of their evident contradiction. Mussolini, 
in his preference for tactics over strategy, in his partiality to be 
confined to mere ‘politics’, had opted not to choose between this or 
that ‘ultimate’ definition of Fascism (or of his own persona). The 
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fundamental point about Mussolini and his regime is that it was, and 
had to be, both conservative and-radical. The threat of the German 
alliance, present before 1939 but made overwhelming after October 
1940, was precisely that it demanded a clear definition of Fascism, an 
overall strategy, not a set of tactics, an answer, not a gamut of policies. 
The Mussolinian model had contributed something to the Nazi rise to 
power, but, in office and as a neighbour, Nazism was too powerful, too 
demanding, at the same time too similar and too foreign. As an inde- 
pendent entity, Fascism could not withstand its comparison. 

Here, then, were major doubts about some accounts of ‘Mussolini's 
Italy’. But my final scepticism was drawn less from history than from 
my knowledge of Republican Italy, sprung either from the visits I have 
been lucky enough to make every year since 1967 or from my meeting 
with Italian immigrants in Australia. Especially from Australian 
Italians I heard often enough a residual admiration for Mussolini (an 
intriguing matter that, deserving of analysis), but I was also aware of 
a shifting and ambiguous world not far below the surface of any 
Australian Italy. Here ‘Italies’ were everywhere apparent, and not just 
the official nation embodied in those somewhat luckless officials sent 
by the Republic to represent it in the new world or by the local leaders 
of the ‘Roman’ Catholic Church. Here, too, was the family in all its 
power and contradiction. 

These Italians of my acquaintance, who had survived the genera- 
tion of dictatorship and war, were people who preserved difference; I 
could even sentimentalise them as human beings less impressed by 
cries for homogeneity, recurrent in “One Australia’, than were many of 
my fellow citizens. Were not the peoples of the Italies also like that 
under Fascism? Was not Mussolini, too, a man who incarnated his 
region and his family as much as he did his nation and ideology? I was 
willing, of course, to acknowledge that some processes of modernisa- 
tion and homogenisation were occurring in interwar Italy. After all, 
they were happening everywhere else. But, I wondered, to what 
extent did the Italians who experienced Fascism seek to manipulate it 
to their own advantage, to conceive it in their own way? Were they 
really a people who had tried to ‘work towards their Duce’, I enquired 
again? De Felice and others had stated that there was a ‘consensus’ of 
some kind in Italy, at least until the fiasco of the invasion of Greece in 
October 1940. Did approval of Mussolini and his image mean that 
Italians tried to do his will even before they knew what it was, as 
Kershaw asserts happened with Hitler and Germany? Sometimes; 
perhaps. And yet, it seemed to me, more often Mussolini, the ‘power 
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holder’, worked towards the Italians. Even while he railed against the 
feebleness of humankind (and by implication cursed his own weak- 
ness and back-sliding), he tried to be popular and accommodating. He 
was at one and the same time a charismatic Fascist dictator and a trim- 
ming and cynical politician, peering into the obscurity of the future to 
find an acceptable present, anxious not to be shown up as too much of 
a failure, hopeful of getting through another day. 

None the less, of course he failed, in almost every sense of the word. 
The thought tout comprendre, tout pardonner is beguiling, but I remain 
an Anti-Fascist biographer. ‘My’ Mussolini is not to be celebrated as a 
Fascist, a dictator, a war-lord or a man. This revived Caesar deserves 
no historical Roman triumphs. He was cruel (but not the cruellest). He 
did not really modernise Italy (maybe that is not altogether a bad 
thing). His Fascism did not in any serious sense pave a third way to the 
future between liberal capitalism and state socialism. He may have 
adopted the word ‘totalitarian’, but his Italy scarcely moved to a single 
beat, or shook off ancient assumptions about the utility and ubiquity. 
of patrons and clients and family. His belated efforts at autarchy, or 
economic nationalism, foundered for many reasons, but one was that 
tourist, emigrant and Catholic Italy could never altogether renounce 
cosmopolitanism. His empire in Africa was of the old-fashioned, 
ramshackle, costly variety, familiar from the nineteenth century, and 
very different from the racial imperium Hitler and his Nazis thought 
they were destined to construct in the East on the ashes of the USSR 
and European Jewry. Mussolini’s own racism existed, but it was 
inconsistent, erratic, ‘unscientific’, never possessing the rigour which 
might have made him a good recruit for the SS. 

In sum, to a considerable degree Mussolini did not even dictate, 
but, rather, was swept along by a destiny which began with ambition 
and hope in the provinces and continued with his being the ‘first of 
his class’ on the periphery, which took him thence to a blinding but 
brittle glory, and which ended in squalid and deserved death. 
Malaparte may have exaggerated, and denied his own complicity and 
that of his fellow intellectuals when he labelled Mussolini a ‘great 
imbecile’, but he was right to declare that, in many senses, Mussolini 
embodied Italian society after national (dis)unification in the 
Risorgimento. As a man and a Fascist ‘thinker’, Mussolini was 
adamant that he possessed absolute free will. But, in this contention, 
as in many other matters, he was wrong. 

One caution — the first chapter of this book begins the story in 
January 1944 and proceeds from there to its (seeming) conclusion, the 
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Duce’s death in April 1945. Readers who prefer their biographies to be 
sequential should go directly to Chapter 2. They should do so, 
however, with the knowledge that this biographer believes neither in 
absolute free will nor in absolute determinism. One of the more 
obvious faults of biography is the assumption, too easily made, that 
the character being described was always destined to finish where he 
or she did. Reality is, of course, different. And, in my early chapters, I 
shall pause from time to time to wonder, in virtual history mode, about 
a Duce as yet only partially made. Turning points where history may 
or may not turn exist in all our lives, and they certainly did in the 
flawed life of Benito Mussolini. He may have been dictator of Italy for 
a generation, but he alone did not craft his career (nor win much 
personal satisfaction from it). 


I2 


The Furies and Benito 
Mussolini, 1944-1945 


3 ieee are many books about the Fascist era with wonderful titles, 
but the best is Quando il nonno fece fucilare papa (When Grandpa 
had Daddy shot), an otherwise trifling memoir by Fabrizio Ciano.' The 
event he describes happened at 9.20 a.m. on the morning of 11 
January 1944. An execution had been arranged just outside the gates 
of Verona, that city of northern Italy which for many centuries had 
controlled access to the Brenner pass and so stood at the crossroads of 
the German and Latin worlds. Five Fascist chiefs, found guilty of 
betraying the Duce or Great Leader of Fascist Italy, Benito Mussolini, 
were shot by a firing squad, composed of young Italians but stiffened 
by three SS observers.» Among the condemned, the most prominent 
was Galeazzo Ciano, Count of Cortellazzo,3 son-in-law to the Duce. As 
a camera whirred to record the deaths for a gratified public, Ciano 
swivelled to face his executioners, more worthy in this last gesture 
than he had been in most of his life’s actions. Six months earlier, on 
24-25 July 1943, with Allied forces rapidly pushing back demoralised 
Fascist defences in Sicily and beginning to target the Italian mainland 
itself, Ciano and 18 other members of the Fascist Grand Council had 
voted against Mussolini’s continuing as commander of the Italian war 
effort. It was for this ‘treachery’ that Ciano, Emilio De Bono, Luciano 
Gottardi, Giovanni Marinelli and Carlo Pareschi now paid the price. 
Their blood, it was said, was required as a sacrament for the new 
Repubblica Sociale Italiana (Italian Social Republic) which, since 
September 1943, had been established to provide some sort of Fascist 
governance for northern Italy. The matter, the Duce had admitted in a 
moment of frankness, was ‘political’, not judicial. 

Ciano had married Edda, eldest daughter of the dictator, in a lavish 
ceremony, on 24 April 1930. He was the son of Costanzo Ciano, then 
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Fascist Minister of Communications, a naval officer, war hero, nation- 
alist, boss of Livorno, and man, about town, whose speculations 
brought him and his family huge profits.» In the years after his 
marriage, Galeazzo Ciano became the most gilded young man of the 
Fascist regime, thought to be the Duce’s anointed successor, neophyte 
diplomat in China, then Minister for Popular Culture, then Minister of 
Foreign Affairs and, belatedly, from February 1943, Ambassador to the 
Holy See. Ciano was a yuppy of his time, as likely to be found at an 
elegant beach resort or at the bar of Rome’s Acquasanta golf course, 
with its fairways running beside an aqueduct which had once brought 
water to the first Roman Empire, as at his work-desk. He had met Edda 
at Acquasanta.® Ciano was beloved by the contessine, the youthful 
female aristocrats of the Eternal City, and rumour spread that he 
bedded them with even greater frequency than that achieved by the 
Duce during his flagrant record of sexual conquests.’ 

Ciano sometimes donned the Fascist blackshirt and the threatening 
accoutrements of the fanatical Disperata squad (he had not actually 
belonged to it and his party membership had been back-dated).* He 
tried to orate with the best (though hampered by a piping voice).? On 
such occasions he declared himself the servant of, and true believer in, 
the ‘Fascist revolution’. But Ciano also was the Fascist who, on 4 
November 1939, having participated in the pompous patriotic ceremo- 
nial of Vittorio Veneto Day, the anniversary of Italy’s victory in the 
First World War, repaired to the golf club. There he confided to 
Giuseppe Bottai, Alessandro Pavolini and Ettore Muti, his fellow 
Fascist chiefs, that he hoped profoundly that Britain and not Nazi 
Germany would win the war. Britain, he explained brightly, deserved 
victory because it stood for ‘the hegemony of golf, whisky and 
comfort’ .’° 

However disapproving of Ciano’s levity he may have been, Bottai 
voted with him on 25 July; and by January 1944 was in hiding, 
awaiting the chance to enrol in the French Foreign Legion." Muti was 
dead, shot in August 1943 by officials of the royal government as he 
tried to escape arrest.” Pavolini, by contrast, had backed Salo, as the 
RSI was widely called from the town beside Lago di Garda where some 
of its ministries were located. According to a sympathetic historian, 
the fundamental motive for his choice was his admiration for the 
Duce.8 Certainly, by January 1944, Pavolini, from a class and cultural 
background in Florence comparable with Ciano’s, had turned ‘super- 
fascist’ and was loud in his demand that his erstwhile friend pay the 
ultimate penalty. 
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One Mussolini, however, tried to oppose such vendettas. Ciano’s 
marriage with Edda may have been ‘open’, and the couple may have 
allowed themselves to be raddled by gambling, drink and even 
cocaine,” but, during the crisis of 1943—44, she proved fiercely loyal to 
her man, the father of her two sons, the husband she still addressed 
affectionately as Gallo (Cock).7 She stormed and threatened, berating 
her father for his lack of family sense, his cruelty and his weakness. To 
the daughter for whom he had always felt affection greater than for his 
other children, the Duce bowed his head, but did nothing to alter 
Ciano’s fate. Another visitor noticed a man who looked ‘tired and 
beaten down’; the Duce of Salo kept pressing his stomach against the 
pain he felt there and would run his finger around his collar as if he 
had trouble breathing.* 

Edda did not get far when she tried hysterics on Rachele Guidi, her 
mother. Rachele had long despised Ciano, the over-privileged 
signorino who was so effete that he played golf. Rachele, despite 
spending 20 years as the consort of the ruler of Italy, had cherished 
her image as a woman of the people. In that character, along with 
homeliness, thrift and commonsense, went her fidelity to her 
husband, who, she knew, had been betrayed in 1943. Amplifying her 
determination to be loyal were envy and rancour towards polite 
society, a brutal acceptance that death must have its day and a deter- 
mination that traitors should meet their fate. The real ‘tough guy’ of 
the family, she let it be believed that she never cried.” And the 
Fascists, those who, like Pavolini, had, for whatever motive, swung 
behind the Salo Republic, agreed with Rachele. Goffredo Coppola, the 
rector of the University of Bologna, expressed their attitude when he 
wrote that the new regime must be cemented by blood and renounce 
the fondness for compromise indulged in by ‘Rabbis, Free Masons and 
women’ .”! 

No doubt the German allies and protectors of Salo applauded his 
sentiments. They had special reason to condemn Ciano since, from the 
spring of 1939, the then Foreign Minister had become sceptical about 
the Nazi world order and had only belatedly and reluctantly accepted 
Italy’s entry into the war. The Nazis were adamant that Ciano, and 
those of his other associates who had fallen into the RSI’s hands, be 
executed. They must die as a punishment for what they had done, but 
also in retribution for the humiliating and disgraceful failure of the 
Italian war effort so far. In other words, they must be liquidated 
because the Fascist regime, the system for which the word totalitarian 
had been invented, in which ‘all would be for the state, nothing 
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against the state, no one outside the state’, had proved hollow and 
false. Although nobody said so openly (and the matter is not much 
remarked in current Italian historiography),”” Ciano was being shot as 
a proxy for Benito Mussolini, failed totalitarian, failed Fascist dictator, 
failed leader of his nation, failed warrior for the Nazi—Fascist New 
Order. 

In 1944 those who blamed Mussolini for the disasters all around did 
not talk about the sins and limitations of their dictator because the 
propaganda of the Salo Republic was already bent on constructing a 
fresh Mussolini for the new and terrible times. Even today, some histo- 
rians3 aver that, after September 1943, Mussolini courageously 
offered himself as a shield for Italians against the wrath of their 
German allies and the horror of the continuing war. The flesh and 
blood Mussolini, who lived uneasily at the Villa Feltrinelli at 
Gargnano, was a far less heroic figure. He was ill, tired and depressed. 
His family squabbled around him. His flabby and pretentious eldest 
son Vittorio, whom even his father labelled an ‘idiot’, was belatedly 
exhibiting an interest in high politics.4 Vittorio was assisted by his 
cousin Vito.25 A number of other more distant relations flocked to the 
region — one historian has tabulated 200 of them.”° As an observer 
commented sardonically, Mussolini felt deep affection for his family, 
but preferred it when they did not invade his work space.’ For all his 
disclaimers, however, Fascism in its death throes was demonstrating 
through the various Mussolinis and Guidis that the family was one 
institution which had not fallen victim to ‘totalitarian’ control. 

Rachele, in her private soul, may have been wondering whether her 
Benito was any more a real man, but she bustled about, impressing 
visitors with her industry and domesticity. She told a bureaucrat that 
the problem with her husband was that he believed everybody he 
spoke to, whereas she believed nobody.** Whenever she got the 
chance, she also cursed her husband for his ongoing relationship with 
Claretta Petacci,?? that airheaded and unlosable last mistress, who, 
after a brief experience of imprisonment in August-September 1943,2° 
had taken up residence nearby at the mansion named the Villa delle 
Orsoline for the nuns who had once lived there. And then there was 
Edda, who came for a last visit on 26 December 1943. She had 
screamed that the war was lost, that they were all living in utter delu- 
sion, that they could not have Galeazzo sacrificed in such 
circumstances," and then departed for Switzerland, never to see her 
father again, never again to exchange a civil word with him, indeed 
declaring herself proud to be the wife of ‘a traitor and a thief’ 3? Only 


16 


The Furies and Benito Mussolini, 1944-1945 


the youngest children, Romano and Anna Maria, a childhood victim of 
poliomyelitis and intellectually slow, were not a major irritation. The 
second son, Bruno, was dead, victim of a wartime air accident.3 
Bruno’s widow, Gina Ruberti, completed the family circle in the Villa 
Feltrinelli and was favoured by the Duce, who perhaps rather admired 
her openly ridiculing any suggestions that the Axis could still win the 
war.34 

In January 1944 Mussolini was trying to keep out of the sight of 
almost everybody. Most of all he hid from himself while, with 
profound cowardice, he knowingly let Ciano go to his death in his 
place. On the night before the execution the Duce deliberately and 
cravenly avoided the chance to exercise the mercy that his position 
permitted. He did not act because he was aware that the Nazi Germans 
and the fanatical Fascists were being for the moment satiated by the 
blood of others and even by that of his daughter’s husband. Probably, 
too, he recognised that, once the sacrifice was made, they would 
forgive or ignore his own evident inadequacies. No doubt such 
motives made him the more anxious, after the event, to extract from a 
friendly visitor the full details of how his son-in-law and his erstwhile 
colleagues had died. Then, without damage to his own interest, he 
could piously state that they had not deserved their fate.35 Still more 
pathetically, Mussolini tried to blame others for his own refusal to 
intervene, remarking mournfully that he had suffered a sleepless 
night on 10 January (he had spent New Year’s Day in bed with a fever 
and stomach pain).3° Only the malevolence of others had stopped all 
requests for a pardon from reaching his sympathetic ear.37 Ciano’s 
mother he regaled with a letter emphasising his own loneliness.3* 
When Edda intimated that she was unconvinced by his account of his 
suffering, with monumental egoism he announced to any who would 
hear that ‘it is my singular destiny to be betrayed by everyone, 
including my own daughter’ 39 Even in March 1945 he was still talking 
about the ‘atrociously long’ ‘agony’, which he had endured since 
Ciano went to his death.*° In his self-obsession, Mussolini tried to 
block out the reality of the disaster which, for some time, had 
enveloped Fascism and Italy, and refused to see the Furies gathering 
about him. 

Telling an interlocutor what he wanted to hear, as was his wont, 
Mussolini contended in the aftermath of the execution of his son-in- 
law that ‘now that we have begun to make heads roll, we must let 
nothing stand in our way, but go on to the logical conclusion’.“ And 
Italy's history from January 1944 to April 1945 was indeed a bitter 
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one, a time when the northern segment of the peninsula was visited 
both by the passage of the front of the Second World War and by a 
complex of civil disputes and massacres. By contrast, the ‘liberated’ 
south, under the combination of the Allied Military Government and 
the administration loyal to the Savoy monarchy, experienced the 
gentler tyrannies of the nation’s traditional class, gender and regional 
differences and the humiliating gap between Italian poverty and the 
strength of the Anglo-Saxon liberators.” 

In present day Italy it has become common, at least in some circles, 
to preach the need to forgive and forget the sins of the Social Republic. 
At this time, we are assured, Italians,# including some prominent 
historians of the next generation,“4 chose to fight for Mussolini for 
reasons which deserve understanding and respect. During a ‘civil 
war’4> in which virtue was not monopolised by either side, many 
Italians believed that honour and a commitment to the nation were 
better expressed at Salo than with the invading liberal democrat Allies 
(and their communist friends). 

Pacifying the past is all very well. No doubt it does us all good to 
confess our sins and to acknowledge our inevitable and manifold 
transgressions. And yet, it also deserves noting that the RSI was the 
puppet-ally of Nazi Germany, while that most horrific of modern 
states continued to exterminate the Jews of Europe and promised, 
were it somehow to conjure victory from what, by 1944, was loom- 
ing defeat, to slaughter any ideological or racial enemies in its 
power. When his forces proved victorious in the Spanish Civil War, 
Franco, only half a fascist, massacred perhaps 100 000 of his sub- 
jects, left another 300 000 as permanent exiles, allowed others to 
starve and repressed liberty of any serious kind for a generation.* 
What might a Nazi victory in the compendium of second world 
wars have been like? Would not Mussolini, too, have been driven to 
a series of atrocious ‘logical conclusions’, whatever his ‘actual’ 
intentions might have been? When an ostensibly respectable intel- 
lectual like Giovanni Gentile can be found writing in January 1944 
of the urgent requirement that Italy rediscover its soul in the Duce 
who had raised again the national flag, and adding a demand for the 
‘inexorable punishment’ of Anti-Fascists,47 his words cannot be sep- 
arated from the context of a world engaged in visceral war. Neither 
can those of his colleague, Ardengo Soffici, who, despite his own 
notorious search for funds and status through two decades of 
Fascism,4* now inveighed against the ‘pustule’ of corruption which 
had somehow grown on the body of Fascism and which must be 
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excised fully and ruthlessly, removing ‘the last drop of its corrupt 
blood’.49 It has to be assumed that Gentile, Soffici and the other 
intellectuals who rallied to the RSI, were advocating, and knew that 
they were advocating, a terrible end for their political opponents. 
They may have believed that the outbreak of peace would as ever 
entail presently unspoken compromises, but in cleaving to such tra- 
ditional cynicism they had not plumbed the nature of the Nazi ally 
to which they were now committed literally to the death. 

No doubt, the number of fighting partisans was actually few until 
the spring of 1945, and, especially by then, their own motives were 
not always pure.*° No doubt, the Resistance, too, included killers in its 
ranks. No doubt, the Anglo-American bombers were savage in their 
raids on Italian cities and Allied forces erratic in their civic dealings 
with liberated Italians. No doubt, good in the ultimate sense did not 
win in 1945. And yet the victory of the other side, including the 
victory of the restored Benito Mussolini, would have brought a dark 
age to Europe, the world and Italy. 

In 1944-45 Mussolini scarcely contemplated such a prospect and 
the difficulties it might have entailed. After all, neither in 1940, nor 
even in 1935 when Italy attacked Ethiopia, had he set out war aims. As 
a puppet dictator, his first priority after the killing of his son-in-law 
and other ex-collegues was to survive. The territory under his 
purported control continued to shrink, in spite of the slowness of the 
Allied advance up the rugged Apennines. Naples had fallen on 1 
October 1943, Rome followed on 4 June 1944, Florence on 11 August. 
At least as troubling was the problem of defining the independence 
left to the RSI by the Germans. The national borders of Italy were a 
prey to them, too. One recurrent issue was what it was that the 
Germans intended to do with Trieste and the Trentino, territories 
governed by the Habsburg empire before 1918 and, from September 
1943, returned to ‘temporary’ German administration. It was all very 
well Mussolini pompously complaining to his officials about German 
failure to consult and demanding that Italians rule Italians.* In prac- 
tice, Hitler, alone of the German leadership, favoured any serious 
resumption of Mussolini’s authority in what was left of Fascist Italy. 
Goebbels, more logical about ‘restoring’ ‘German’ control over lands 
which ‘they’ had once ruled, instead urged the reclaiming of all 
Venetia for the Reich.’* Before long the Nazi propaganda minister 
would jot into his diary what he and his colleagues had long believed: 
‘Fascism and the social-fascist republic are so impotent that it is fairly 
immaterial who occupies the various ministerial posts in Mussolini's 
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cabinet’.>3 For the great majority of the Nazi leadership, Mussolini was 
rather more the puppet and less the dictator. 

It was in this atmosphere of German contempt that, in April 1944, 
Mussolini travelled to the castle at Klessheim near Salzburg for 
another, the sixteenth, of his meetings with the Fiihrer. Although 
Marshal Rodolfo Graziani, in charge of Sal6’s formal armies, found the 
Duce nervous and meandering, at the opening of discussions on 22 
April Mussolini did argue that his labours were constructing a real 
government in Italy.54 However unconvincingly, he was assertive 
about a series of other matters, including the need to improve the 
conditions of Italian POWs and work emigrants, from September 1943 
kept as virtual slave labourers in Germany.*% Similarly he wondered 
whether Hitler could elucidate real German intentions in Trieste and 
the other border lands. “The strengthening of the Italian Republic’, he 
urged beseechingly, was ‘in the interest of Germany.’5° With Hitler 
remaining unaccustomedly silent, Mussolini returned to what, as the 
war had proceeded, had become his strategic obsession. England, he 
declared, was the real enemy of the Axis. Could not the USSR be 
persuaded to accept its old borders and the entire fight redirected to 
the West?57 

When he harped on about the idea of a compromise with Stalin, 
Mussolini was indicating the superficiality of his own commitment to 
the racist and anti-communist ideals of the Axis. At the same time, he 
was exhibiting his egregious misunderstanding of the fanaticism 
about these matters that gripped the minds of Hitler and the rest of the 
Nazi German leadership. In 1944 Germany was fighting its real war, 
the most fundamental of all the second world wars, in the East. For an 
Italian leader to hope wistfully, in the petty interests of his nation, 
that the Nazis could be detached from this campaign was a delusion of 
the most profound kind. 

None the less, despite the low quality of Mussolini's performance, 
he did again win over the Fihrer, at least to a degree. Other Germans 
might comment to each other about Mussolini’s feebleness as a nego- 
tiator and compare him unfavourably with Vichy Prime Minister, 
Pierre Laval.5* However, after technical discussions of ways to stiffen 
Italian military resistance and some meandering comments from Hitler 
about the ‘unnatural’ nature of the Allied alliance and the continuing 
certainty of Axis victory, the German leader resuscitated his old admi- 
ration for the Duce. He had decided, he stated bluntly, to have no other 
contacts with Italy; ‘once and for all’, he would ‘rely on’ Mussolini.‘ 

As a sign of his refurbished prestige, the Duce was allowed to visit 


20 


The Furies and Benito Mussolini, 1944-1945 


a camp where Italian troops of the San Marco division were being 
trained with German help.*° He was received enthusiastically and, 
briefly, his own morale may have risen. However, in what he called ‘an 
almost Socratic dialogue’ published immediately after his return to 
Italy, he was at best measured in his analysis of the likely future. War, 
he remarked, in hackneyed simile, ‘is a great comparative exam for the 
peoples’. In it, a nation did not always have to win. ‘It is possible to 
lose well; and it is as possible to win badly.’** Whenever he surveyed 
the front, Mussolini’s optimism withered. 

At Klessheim, Mussolini had insisted that Rome, ‘the spiritual 
centre of Italy’, would be defended to the uttermost.” By July, when 
Fihrer and Duce readied for one last meeting, the Eternal City had 
already fallen, an event which had prompted Mussolini pathetically to 
quiz a Fascist colleague about whether this meant that the people of 
Rome had already forgotten him.*3 Finding a cheering crowd in Italy in 
1944 was difficult and so, en route by train to Hitler’s headquarters in 
East Prussia, the Duce stopped off to address soldiers being trained by 
Nazi experts. He tried to encourage these youths (and himself) with a 
racism that may not have quite purist enough for any listening Nazi. 
‘Rome’, he proclaimed, ‘which, in thirty centuries of its history, has 
never seen Africans except when shackled to the chariots of its victo- 
rious consuls, now has its walls profaned by this uncivilised and 
bastard race’. ‘The multi-coloured enemies’ of Italy should realise that 
the final victory was not yet theirs and that the RSI’s troops, like those 
whom Mussolini was now addressing, would be tough opponents, 
indeed.™ 

Whether or not he or his audience had their morale raised by these 
sentiments, with their unwelcome undercurrent of advice that 
‘America’, that ancient paradise sought by generations of Italian 
emigrants, was now the real enemy, must remain a matter of specula- 
tion. At least his speech was better targeted than one by Graziani, who 
evoked the legions of Varus destroyed by Arminius in 9 CE, only to 
realise that he was talking about a war in which ‘Germans’ had exter- 
minated ‘Italians’ .*5 

Train travel in Nazi Europe by the summer of 1944 was a precarious 
business and the transit of the delegation was repeatedly delayed by 
bombing raids and troubles on the line. The Italians were thus not too 
surprised to find that, just outside Rastenburg, the engine pulled into 
a siding and sat for an hour without any indication of what was 
happening. But when the train stuttered to its destination and 
Mussolini alighted, the Fuhrer, who was wrapped in a blanket, 
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extended his left arm and not his right in greeting.®° Mussolini had 
arrived late for the attempt by Klaus von Stauffenberg and what was 
left of conservative Germany to assassinate Hitler (and pursue a diplo- 
matic ambition to unite with the Western powers in a grandiose 
struggle against Slavic communism, that is, exactly the opposite of 
what had become Mussolini's desired war). 

In the circumstances, serious conversation between the two 
battered dictators proved impossible, but the interpreters present 
depicted for posterity the scene in the room where the bomb had gone 
off, where, almost as though they were two old men reduced to 
waiting for Godot, Hitler perched on an upturned box and Mussolini 
on a rickety stool.®’ Hitler, unsurprisingly, was mainly interested in 
describing what had happened, in threatening terrible deaths for his 
failed assassins and in contending that his escape demonstrated that 
providence was saving him for final victory. Mussolini muttered 
banalities about his shock and sorrow, although he was secretly 
pleased to see the German leader taken down a peg. ‘We're not alone 
when it comes to betrayals’, he told a Fascist journalist on his return 
from East Prussia.°® The two dictators did make a perfunctory effort 
for a last time to review the situation at the front. Hitler pressed that 
Florence, the city of his dreams,°? be held. Mussolini asked again that 
some Italian troops pent up in Germany now be sent south. The 
distracted Hitler agreed at once.” With the Fihrer’s granting of this 
small concession, any attempt by the RSI to preserve a foreign policy 
ended,” although, back in Italy, Mussolini still found many reasons to 
squabble with German ambassador Rudolf Rahn. 

Five months earlier Mussolini had been jaunty in one exchange 
with his German minder. On this occasion he took evident pleasure in 
telling Rahn what he did not want to hear. ‘Many Italian industrial- 
ists’, the Duce noted, awaited ‘the Anglo-Saxons with open arms.’ 
Many more, he added, had borne responsibility for the Italian aban- 
donment of the German alliance on 8 September.” It was time, he 
implied, for such social forces to be checked and disciplined. It was 
time to make real the word ‘social’ in the Social Republic and to give 
the RSI a popular and ‘revolutionary’ base of a type invoked before 25 
July 1943 but then too often frustrated. 

These were the months in which there was much talk of ‘socialisa- 
tion’, when Mussolini could happily invoke the Fascism of 1919 in 
which his programmes had contained radical plans to push society 
towards equality. Mussolini had, after all, grown to manhood as a 
socialist, and now, to some extent, he redeployed the vocabulary of his 
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youth,” blessing those of his colleagues who talked about moving 
Italy in some way to the Left.” As Bruno Spampanato, a journalist who 
had been with Mussolini since the 1920s and who, during the 1930s, 
flirted with the idea of seeking ideological accommodation between 
Fascism and Stalinism,’ later argued: ‘Socialisation was not impro- 
vised. It was rather done with the utmost seriousness, both legally and 
practically.’”° 

By the time he was making this case, Spampanato was interested in 
giving Fascism a legitimate history and in creating a political space for 
postwar neo-Fascism. During the RSI Mussolini’s own line on social 
revolution wobbled, just as it had done in 1919—20. In any case, his 
power and his independence from German control were too slight for 
a genuinely radical policy to emerge. Instead, as often in his life, 
Mussolini backed and hedged, seeking one day to appease one inter- 
locutor, and the next day another. Thus, to some of his new elite, he 
said that any plans for social change were secondary to the require- 
ment that matters return to normality, with an end to violence, and the 
nation’s regaining its honour.” On other occasions he urged haste in 
proceeding with socialisation, if only to spite the Germans who 
disdained the anti-capitalist rhetoric involved.7 In seeing contradic- 
tion to this promise of a mobilised and egalitarian society, he 
instructed his officials not to require party membership from those 
who headed financial operations in the Republic.79 Perhaps the Duce’s 
real sentiments about all these efforts to earn the RSI a ‘place in 
history’ were best summarised in his bitter comment in August 1944: 
‘The extent of credulity which can be found in any man of whatever 
class or intelligence is quite extraordinary.’ In any contest, he went on, 
‘lies always win against the truth’ .*° No wonder that, shortly after, his 
own fudging was apparent when he told an audience of Fascist loyal- 
ists that RSI socialisation incarnated a ‘human, Italian and achievable’ 
version of socialism which would somehow eschew social levelling.” 

Beneath its rhetoric and uniforms — Mussolini required the wearing 
of these latter to prevent the spread of ‘demo-social slovenliness’*? — 
the RSI lurched along the edge not so much of social revolution as of 
anarchy. The question of its armed forces was never fully resolved, 
with a party militia, the Guardia Nazionale Repubblicana, under 
Renato Ricci, contesting the efforts of Graziani to create a ‘national’, 
‘unpolitical’ armed force of a traditional kind.*3 Only in August 1944 
was the GNR finally absorbed into the army.** Even then, other inde- 
pendent armed groups continued to flourish. Backed by party 
secretary Pavolini, who was locked in personal dispute with Minister 
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of the Interior Guido Buffarini Guidi, Brigate Nere (Black Brigades) of 
volunteers grew in number in theoretical imitation of the ‘squads’ 
from the salad days of the Fascist rise to power. Just as then, they often 
embodied a local spirit and shored up the power of a local boss. Their 
recourse to violence was equally undisciplined and they could even 
threaten the overthrow of Mussolini himself. The most notorious semi- 
independent chief was Prince Junio Valerio Borghese, the commander 
of the so-called X Mas (an independent military force),°5 and a naval 
hero. Borghese did not hesitate to suggest that the Duce’s charisma lay 
buried in the past® (the men of Gargnano, he stated loudly, embodied 
only ‘folklore’),*7 and to pursue a sort of independent foreign policy 
by seeking patrons among the Nazi leadership, whose intervention 
achieved his release from gaol after his arrest in January 1944. During 
the early months of 1945 Mussolini was still perturbed by the thought 
that Borghese might be tempted to mount a coup and sought to defuse 
his power by promoting him Chief of General Staff of the practically 
non-existent Salo Navy (and by keeping a secret tabulation of his 
many adulteries).** Similarly, the journalists of the RSI failed to find 
ideological unanimity, but instead wrangled and plotted against each 
other.®® Mussolini’s frankest remark about the problem of the armed 
forces, public order and press opinion in the Salo Republic came when 
he deplored the death of his long-term (and non-party) police chief, 
Arturo Bocchini, back in 1940 — ‘it just isn’t possible to govern 
without a Chief of Police’, the Duce murmured sadly.°° 

Meanwhile Italians endured the terror being visited upon them by 
the Germans and by themselves. In March 1944 a partisan bomb in the 
via Rasella in Rome, exploded near the palace where Mussolini had 
once lived, killing more than 30 German soldiers. In retaliation, in the 
Ardeatine Caves near the Via Appia, the Germans massacred 335 men 
(including 77 Jews) whom they had summarily rounded up. In June 
the Hermann Goering division, again reacting to partisan attack, 
slaughtered more than 200 as it retreated up the Val di Chiana in 
Tuscany.” In September the paese of Marzabotto, on the outskirts of 
Bologna, was similarly visited by condign punishment. In the cities, 
too, the Germans indulged in terror tactics. In Milan, the public 
display of bodies at the Piazzale Loreto brought protest from 
Mussolini who, to Rahn, deplored the damage such acts did to popular 
morale.” In the border territories of Trieste and the Alto Adige, Italy's 
‘national’ prizes from the First World War, present German adminis- 
tration gave every promise of wanting to convert into German rule 
should a Nazi peace ever be imposed on the region (SS chief, Odilo 
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Globocnik, transferred from a bestial career exterminating Jews, 
incarnated at Trieste this potential future). 

Throughout his life, and certainly since he had become a Fascist, 
Mussolini had sown the wind of violence; now he and his subjects 
reaped the whirlwind. There were plenty of Fascist fanatics who killed 
with the same will as the Germans (just as there were plenty of non- 
believers who sought to wait out the catastrophe afflicting Italy). The 
failings of the Salo government had a more humdrum side. By 1944, 
food supplies were thin, inflation was rampant and the new govern- 
ment proved as inadequate as the old in imposing any just or credible 
rationing scheme. Averting his eyes from the catastrophe imploding 
around him, Mussolini concentrated on self-justification — in 
June—July publishing in the Milan paper, I] Corriere della Sera, a 
highly tendentious account of his fall in July 1943.% If he could write 
the history, it might be the more likely to salve his reputation. 

At the end of 1944, however, Mussolini did attempt one last mass 
meeting in which his oratory could amaze and enthuse his people, as 
once it could be relied on to do. Leaving the greyness of the lakes 
behind, he came back into Milan and spoke at the Teatro Lirico. He 
talked about the betrayal by King Victor Emmanuel III and his Prime 
Minister, Marshal Pietro Badoglio, and the divisive effect of the events 
of July-September 1943 on the Italian people, whose better elements 
had nevertheless recognised the need to go on fighting shoulder to 
shoulder with the German and Japanese allies. The war, he declared, 
was not yet lost; the pact between plutocracy and Bolshevism must 
rupture soon. He wanted to revive the spirit of Fascism’s early days 
and was serious about socialisation although he was careful to add an 
evocation of the golden years of the regime which, he claimed, 
spanned from 1927 to 1935. He summoned Mazzini again to be the 
prophet of the times. The new order would favour a united Europe in 
which Italians ‘could feel themselves to be Italian because they were 
Europeans and Europeans because they were Italian’. It was this 
amalgam which ensured that they would be steadfast in resisting 
socialist internationalism and Judaeo-Masonic cosmopolitanism, the 
‘monstrous’ medley of their enemies.9> Whatever the frustrations of 
the past the RSI would seek out a ‘third way’. 

Both the Duce and the audience allowed themselves to be lost in 
these words and the pleasing re-evocation of a happier time when war 
could be spoken about but not actually waged. But it did not take long 
for gloom to return. Mussolini had tried to be a hard-working execu- 
tive and, in friendly eyes, seemed a competent administrator, 
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‘scrupulous, diligent, attentive’ to his advisers.% Similarly, on occa- 
sion, he could still praise the skill and devotion of the good 
bureaucrat, so indispensable to any administration.%” But at his desk, 
too, his magic was lost — even a friendly observer thought he looked 
like a provincial lawyer or doctor in the dowdy surrounds of his office 
at Gargnano, cut off from the splendour of the Sala del Mappamondo, 
his spectacular office in Rome's Palazzo Venezia from 1929 to 1943.°° He 
protested that he was bored with what was left of his job (and was, 
without doubt, bored with himself).°? The unreality of his position 
was exemplified in bizarre attempts belatedly to frame a new constitu- 
tion. Mussolini made a pretence of being interested in the question 
whether a Duce should serve for a maximum of two 7-year or two 5- 
year terms.’°° Can he have day-dreamed about his own reputation, had 
he given up his rule in 1936, when Italian troops triumphantly entered 
Addis Ababa? 

Half aware that this was the moment to review his own life, he still 
gave the occasional interview, speaking warmly one last time about the 
profession of journalism and recalling that ‘to create a newspaper is to 
know the joy which comes with motherhood’. There were other 
moments of philosophising. He had always preferred cats to dogs, he 
said, perhaps thinking of Hitler, Blondi and his ‘dog years’ ."°? He had 
made mistakes, the Duce confessed, but only when he had obeyed 
reason rather than being guided by his instinct.'°3} Now he had become 
a prisoner, a toy with which destiny played. But he did not fear death; 
rather it would arrive as a friend.’ He believed little or not at all in 
the creed of Fascism, but only in the goodness of the Italian people,’ 
or so he maintained to an intrepid foreign interviewer. To an Italian, 
by contrast, he urged that Fascism would still be recognised as the 
idea of the twentieth century. In the end history would prove him 
right."°° He had only entered the war, he now suggested, to restrain 
the Germans, and he had early known that the USA was destined to 
emerge as top nation.’”” At times, too, he claimed that he had always 
been a socialist at heart, merely one who had adapted socialist thought 
to reality and so invented the Corporate State."* He took pains to deny 
yet one more time that he had himself been responsible for the murder 
in 1924 of the socialist deputy Giacomo Matteotti.°? His work had 
been beset by ‘an ulcer which would have laid low an ox’, but his 
worst fate was the loss of his brother Arnaldo, ‘an Italian of the old 
stamp, incorruptible, intelligent, serene, human’, his lightening rod to 
the people. Towards other figures he had met in his long career, he had 
rarely found reason for respect. Egoism, after all, was ‘the sovereign 
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law’. Men belonged to the animal kingdom. They scratched and killed 
and deluded themselves when they spoke of their souls. 

Ever more sententious and embittered, Mussolini was moving to his 
end in a way which might be regarded as the quintessence of banality, 
but for the terror and the slaughter being visited on the peoples of 
Italy and Europe during those last days of a war which he had done 
much to unleash. Finding the most predictable of parallels, if one 
peculiarly lacking in appropriateness, on 15 April Mussolini told an 
old admirer ‘I am crucified by my destiny. It is coming’."° The next 
day, the Duce explained to a last meeting of his ruling Council that he 
would move to Milan, but only briefly, before proceeding to the 
Valtellina in which Pavolini and his Brigate nere were assembling.™ He 
would, he added without conviction, ‘go to the people’ one last time." 
On 18 April, without consulting his Nazi allies, who were annoyed at 
the prospect, he left for his final visit to Milan (though, given the 
coming fate of his corpse, perhaps his journey might be more accu- 
rately labelled his penultimate trip there). In Milan, for want of a more 
fitting setting, he took up residence in the prefecture, where a certain 
pretence of government survived. By now insomnia had taken deep 
hold over him. As had been true on other occasions in his life, 
Mussolini was a prey to nerves and, apathetic about his surrounds, 
could scarcely eat."4 Even though he might still state mechanically 
that the war was a ‘great drama’, which might not have five, but rather 
six, seven or eight acts," he had long accepted that all was lost. In that 
conviction, he began the last week of his life, reduced to the role of a 
political sleep-walker. 

Since September 1943 he had talked from time to time of the heroic 
last stand which his regime would make should the war go against 
Nazi-fascism. In February 1945 he had wondered whether Trieste, 
with its ancient reputation as the prize of Italian nationalism during 
the First World War, the last citadel of italianita (Italianness) against a 
sea of Slavs (and Germans), ought to be this place of ultimate resis- 
tance. But the Nazi Germans, who were very inclined to think that 
Trieste had come home to the Reich, forbade it."° And so, instead, the 
choice fell on the Valtellina, an alpine valley bordering that 
Switzerland to which the youthful Mussolini had twice emigrated, 
and near enough to Milan, though otherwise lacking a national past of 
any fame. As Mussolini told Graziani, another guaranteed to like what 
he heard, ‘Fascism must die heroically.’"” 

Actually, plans for a serious military effort in the Valtellina did not 
exist™® and the Duce had no will to fashion a grandiose conclusion to 
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his life. As Spampanato commented: ‘There’s talk about resistance but 
how and where I do not understand.’"® Mussolini did not stem the 
confusion. Rather, on 24 April, he admitted with some relief: ‘there are 
no orders; I can’t give orders any more’. There was a time in the tides 
of men, he pronounced, when you could only be a spectator. His 
friends must focus on remembering what they had done and not 
repine about what was to come.”° Hearing this, Spampanato, at least 
according to his own account, stooped and kissed his leader’s hand. 

Such moments of formal piety were fleeting. Once again, Mussolini 
did not forego the chance to blame others. The Germans, he told any 
who would listen, had betrayed him as they had done so often 
before, the implication being that somehow he had not wanted the 
Nazi-Fascist alliance and the war. Or perhaps the responsibility lay 
with both the Germans and the Italian people? All had played him 
false."3 

Meanwhile, Mussolini tried to make contact with the Anti-Fascist 
resistance, being especially ready to talk with representatives of the 
socialist party to which he had belonged before the First World War. 
The hope of one last deal in which he could out-haggle his rivals 
subsided with difficulty in this politician’s mind. A meeting was 
arranged for 3 p.m. on the afternoon of 25 April, to be held at the 
palace of Ildefonso Schuster, the Cardinal-Archbishop of Milan.’4 
Schuster, a patriot and anti-communist, had been prominent among 
the Catholic hierarchy in his endorsement of Mussolini's regime. Its 
boy scout organisation, the Balilla, he had hailed as providing ‘a 
healthy, Christian and Italian education’. The March on Rome, he 
had argued, saved the nation from Bolshevism, paving the way for the 
Lateran Pacts, the agreement signed in 1929 between Church and 
state.'° Fascism’s imperial war, he had celebrated, as the opportunity 
to ‘open the gates of Ethiopia to the Catholic Faith and to Roman civi- 
lization’.’?7 As late as 1937 Schuster had blessed an assembly of the 
Scuola di Mistica Fascista Sandro Mussolini (Sandro Mussolini School 
of Fascist Mysticism), pompously named after the son of the Catholic 
Arnaldo.’% Only the regime's drift by 1938 into overt racism had 
prompted Schuster to doubt the superiority of Fascism over other 
ideologies in the sinful modern world.”? Hoping with reason in a 
comforting reception, Mussolini reached the episcopal palace on time. 
However, the Resistance chiefs were delayed. Cardinal and Duce had 
an hour to chat. 

Schuster left behind a wonderfully telling account of Mussolini's 
last dealing with a member of the hierarchy of the Catholic and Roman 
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Church.° He recalled welcoming the Duce with thanks for his ‘sacri- 
fice’ and his willingness to spend ‘a life of expiation in prison abroad 
in order to save the rest of Italy from final ruin’, words which may 
actually have deepened Mussolini's gloom.3' The Church, Schuster 
added, would never forget the service which the Duce had done for it 
in the Lateran pacts. What a shame that Mussolini had himself been 
served so badly by some of his party chiefs (the Cardinal was an old 
foe of the radical Fascist, Roberto Farinacci,8? and had warned 
Arnaldo about his impiety in 1931).%3 After this scattering of initial 
comments, the Cardinal noticed that his visitor was depressed and 
saying little. As a charitable churchman might, he therefore offered 
Mussolini a small glass of rosolio and a sweet biscuit. The conversation 
still limping, Schuster then asked whether the Duce had caught up 
with his own most recent publication, a life of St Benedict. Mussolini 
had to confess that he had not read this estimable work. All attention, 
Schuster then pressed what he said was his very last copy on the Duce, 
insisting that the book would help him understand that ‘your calvary 
amounts to an expiation of your sins before the ever just and merciful 
God’. In what Schuster discerned as gratitude, Mussolini, again at a 
loss for words, clutched the cardinal’s hands.%34 

The topic of St Benedict allowed the conversation to drift to the sad 
fate of Montecassino and the abbey where the saint had met the 
Lombard king, Totila. Each man knew that in 1944 the celebrated 
Benedictine monument had been reduced to rubble by the invading 
Anglo-Americans (Schuster had never held back from his denuncia- 
tions of Allied bombing).%5 With both men warmed a little by this 
mutual sense of the vice of others, Schuster, ever more palpably in 
quest of the salvation of Mussolini’s immortal soul, raised the story 
that a priest on the island of Ponza, where the Duce had been briefly 
confined in August 1943, had got some way in ‘reviving’ Mussolini's 
religious sense. Mussolini, still uneasy at the Cardinal's rapid fire of 
conversational gambits and his attempts to plumb his innermost 
thoughts, replied cautiously that he ‘meditated to a degree’ on a Life of 
Christ then presented to him. Schuster did not pursue the matter too 
far, but, again being meaningfully tangential, took his chance to 
remind the falling dictator of the story that Napoleon on St Helena had 
found God.3° 

If only to escape from the insistent probing of the state of his soul 
and the frightening assumptions about his coming fate as a prisoner 
and exile, Mussolini now stated that, the next day, he would dissolve 
the armed forces of the RSI and retreat with 3000 men to the Valtellina 
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for a brief last fight. Then he would surrender. Schuster interrupted 
this account with the shrewd comment that Mussolini would only get 
300 to go with him and the Duce sadly acknowledged that the assess- 
ment was probably true. Aware that he had scored another hit on 
Mussolini's sagging self-confidence, Schuster turned the discussion 
back to religious affairs, quizzing his visitor about the Ambrosian rite 
and later declaring himself astonished to discover that anyone in 
charge of the destinies of the Italian Church did not have the details of 
this basic matter at his finger tips. Aware that his attitude was 
prompting another embarrassment between them, Schuster found 
safer ground by stating his view that Eastern Orthodoxy should never 
be confused with ‘the real Church of Christ’, the Catholic one.%37 

The beginning of a discussion which might have held promise of an 
agreement between two old men about the sins of Slavs and commu- 
nists was interrupted by the arrival at last of the Resistance 
negotiators. In their presence, Schuster discreetly fell silent, but not 
without hearing Mussolini say that he only believed in ancient 
history, since the modern version was too skewed by ‘passion’. He also 
remembered the Duce complaining that the ‘Germans have always 
treated us like slaves and in the end they have betrayed us.’ When the 
meeting came to a close and Mussolini made ready to leave, the 
Cardinal did not forget to hand him again that last copy of the Storia di 
San Benedetto, lest the Duce in his haste and confusion overlook the 
precious gift. 3° 

Whatever he had thought of the Cardinal-Archbishop’s attempts to 
capture and save his soul, Mussolini now changed direction yet again. 
With the spokesmen of Anti-Fascism he scarcely negotiated at all, 
harping instead on German misdeeds. The news had come through 
that German SS General Karl Wolff had agreed to end hostilities with 
the Allied forces at 5 p.m. With this prospect so imminent, the discus- 
sions broke down, although Mussolini promised the Resistance 
representatives that he would give them further news within an hour. 
However, once back at the prefecture, he prepared instead to flee with 
his immediate entourage to Como, nearer the Swiss border. It was a 
sauve qui peut which bore some comparison with the disgraceful 
actions of the royal government after 8 September 1943, when Victor 
Emmanuel III and Badoglio had abandoned Rome and the Italian 
people to the mercy of the invading Nazi Germans and of those Fascists 
who chose to go with the RSI. 

During the 36 hours in Como the tattered authority of the Salo 
Republic crumbled into nothingness. At this moment of final crisis, 
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Mussolini and his advisers could not make up their minds whether to 
head for the Valtellina or seek the mercy of the Swiss. Before dawn on 
the morning of 27 April they proceeded up the western side of Lake 
Como but not heading either towards the boasted Fascist redoubt or 
for the border. Rachele and the younger children were abandoned at 
Como. Mussolini sent his wife one last, pathetic, letter, beseeching 
‘your forgiveness for all the ill I have involuntarily done you. You 
know that you have been for me the only woman whom I have really 
loved. I swear it before God and our Bruno at this supreme moment’ .89 

Despite the protestations of enduring love for Rachele, among the 
convoy were Claretta Petacci and her scapegrace brother, Marcello 
(poorly disguised as the Spanish consul and his wife).4° A number of 
other leading repubblichino Fascists, including Pavolini, left Como with 
them. Present, too, was Nicola Bombacci, a constant associate of the 
Duce in the last days. They had first met in 1910 when Bombacci was a 
socialist journalist at Cesena, a town in the Romagna just down the 
railway from Forli, where Mussolini was then employed. Bombacci 
had opposed the First World War and, in January 1921, joined the 
infant Italian Communist Party. But he gradually reconciled himself 
with the Fascist dictatorship, rallying to the nation over Ethiopia and 
also enjoying state subsidies for his journalism. After September 
1943 he gained a place in Mussolini’s entourage and was regulariy 
present at the Villa Feltrinelli. He earned a public presence, too, 
through his insistence that the new form of Fascism was genuine in its 
commitment to a version of socialisation.” In this time of trouble he 
almost became a friend for the Duce," who had long insisted that he 
did not, and could not, need friendship. Bombacci’s presence at what 
was to be the very end hinted at the survival of a Mussolini whose 
roots in the social conflicts and hatreds of the Romagna had never been 
entirely destroyed. 

In the convoy, however, lay another symbolism, one that was less 
easy to explain away by post-1945 nostalgics. The column of Fascist 
cars was reinforced by retreating Nazi soldiers, crammed into two 
armoured trucks and led by Luftwaffe lieutenant Schallmayer, hoping 
to pass through to the Germanic world by one path or another. The 
better to conceal himself, Mussolini decided to travel alone with these 
sometime allies. He donned one of their greatcoats, was given a 
German helmet to conceal his renowned features, and, in the cabin of 
the truck, wrapped himself in a blanket against the spring chill. 
Throughout the countryside between Lago di Como and Switzerland, 
partisans were active. On the evening of 26 April, in pouring rain, the 
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52nd Garibaldi brigade had blocked the lakeside road just north of the 
ironically named paese of Musso -and south of the slightly larger 
Dongo. At Puncett, where the hill fell steeply to the lake, the partisans 
had rolled a great tree trunk, rocks and other debris across the track 
and waited to see who would try to pass.“4 Eighteen months earlier, 
when first establishing himself at Gargnano, Mussolini had remarked 
sourly: ‘Lakes are a compromise between a river and a sea, and I don’t 
like compromises’.'45 He had read the omens right. He was destined to 
die by a lake. 

At 6.30 a.m. the next morning, news spread among the partisans 
that an enemy column was approaching. After a brief exchange of fire 
in which a stray Nazi bullet killed a marble worker innocently at his 
labours in the area above the road, the Germans asked to talk.“ 
Schallmayer at first tried to tough it out, but the partisans had sent for 
reinforcements and were soon aware that Bombacci, Goffredo Coppola, 
Mezzasoma and Ruggero Romano had sought what proved to be 
unavailing sanctuary with the priest at Musso. By the early afternoon, 
when Schallmayer accepted the condition that any Italians must be 
surrendered, the partisans had spotted Francesco Barracu, a fanatical 
RSI Under-Secretary, and suspected that other Fascists were present in 
this convoy, too."4’ 

At 3 in the afternoon, the column started to move off, slowly, since, 
to be permitted passage, each member had to present his documents. 
It was then that a Giuseppe Negri called the partisan leader, Urbano 
Lazzaro, over, saying with an automatic recourse to local dialect which 
mocked Fascist efforts to homogenise the nation: ‘Gh’é che el crapun!’ 
(We've got Big-Head). He drew Lazzaro’s at first incredulous attention 
to a figure slumped in the darkness of the back of the truck. The 
Germans tried to insist that the man was one of them, lying down 
because he was drunk. But when Lazzaro pulled back the blanket, he 
knew with whom he was dealing. ‘Camerata’, he began (using the 
Fascist term for comrade), ‘Excellency’, ‘Cavalier Benito Mussolini’. 
Only at the last title did a response come. Now Lazzaro snatched off 
the helmet and the Duce was indeed disclosed.'4° ‘His face was like wax 
and his stare glassy, but somehow blind. I read there utter exhaustion, 
but not fear’, Lazzaro later remembered. ‘Mussolini seemed 
completely lacking in will, spiritually dead.’“9 After being disarmed — 
he had been carrying a machine gun and a pistol which he made no 
attempt to use — Mussolini was formally arrested and taken to the 
townhall of Dongo. He spent the following night, his last, in the Dongo 
barracks. The final visitation of the Furies to his life was to be more 
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prosaic than the various dramatic renditions of the charismatic Duce 
had foretold. 

Other prisoners were also being brought to Dongo: the non- 
Spanish-speaking Petaccis had been unable to preserve their claim to 
diplomatic immunity. Pavolini had tried to flee, but was dragged in, 
wounded by shrapnel and terrified at his imminent fate.5° That 
evening in Milan, Sandro Pertini, leading member of the Committee of 
National Liberation (Comitato di Liberazione Nazionale; CLN) and 
eventually president of the Italian republic from 1978 to 1985, broad- 
cast the news that the Duce had been captured. Pertini made no 
attempt to hide his view, shared by his comrades on the CLN, that 
Mussolini should be shot ‘like a mad-dog’.' 

A rather tasteless controversy hangs over this final twenty-four 
hours of Mussolini's life. One of the issues is the fate of a leather bag of 
documents which Mussolini was carrying when he was stopped by 
the 52nd Garibaldinians (no one seems to have asked whether they 
included a thumbed copy of the Life of St Benedict by I. Schuster). 
There have been charges and counter-charges about the contents of 
government papers apparently treasured to the last by the Duce. Some 
have claimed that they contained letters which compromised Churchill 
and others who wanted no post-war association with Fascism."? 
Except for those who love conspiracy theories, with or without the 
support of evidence, the speculation has seemed pointless indeed.'3 
Others have disputed the exact timing and nature of the events of 
27-28 April. The official story was that Mussolini and Petacci were 
shot on the afternoon of 28 April at 1610 hours beside the Via XXIV 
Maggio (ironically named for the day in 1915 when Italy had opted to 
enter the First World War), and just outside the hamlet of San Guilino 
di Mezzegra. The lovers had been re-united that morning at a nearby 
peasant house used by the partisans. Shortly after, some communists 
arrived with orders from Milan to carry out summary justice on the 
Duce. At first Mussolini thought that Walter Audisio, the leader of the 
execution squad, had come to liberate him and Petacci, who had 
trouble clambering into Audisio’s humble Fiat 1100, hampered as she 
was by black kid leather shoes with very high heels. But, when the 
Duce was unloaded before the gates of the Villa Belmonte, the actual 
execution site, he ‘obeyed orders docile like a lamb’.54 When the guns 
misfired at the first attempt, Mussolini, so Audisio alleged, shook with 
fear, ‘that animal fear which you exhibit before the ineluctable’.™® 
Finally, the Duce fell, riddled with bullets. 

There are several alternative versions. Some say the two were actu- 
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ally shot earlier, probably before noon, and in different circumstances. 
They were already corpses when hit by bullets at Mezzegra in a staged 
joint execution. The neo-fascist politician and journalist Giorgio 
Pisano has been especially insistent that the two died separately, and 
that the communists and their partisan friends plotted a mystification 
of the real story in what he regards as a typically nefarious communist 
way.5° The romantic theory has been propounded that Mussolini 
sprang to the defence of Claretta, about to be abused by her captors, 
and, a good cavalier at the last, he was shot in the resultant struggle. *’ 
In this version, she was killed later, unplanned and because there was 
no alternative. The chief problems with this account are that it lacks 
any direct substantiation and its most convinced advocates have every 
reason to wish Mussolini a heroic death. 

It is worth underlining the fact that Mussolini’s death was not the 
only one then to trouble Italy. At Dongo the partisans had just shot 15 
of those taken at Puncett or its surrounds, including Pavolini, 
Bombacci and Zerbino (the RSI’s last Minister of the Interior). When 
the corpses were moved to Milan and put on public display they were 
joined by the bodies of another eight comrades, among whom was 
Achille Starace, the Fascist party secretary through the 1930s. A less 
formal reckoning with the two decades of tyranny and five years of 
world war had begun before the conflict’s end and continued for 
months afterwards, exacting a death toll estimated as approaching 
12 000.58 The war itself, so blithely entered by Mussolini in June 
1940, even if it was with the approval of elite opinion, had cost Italy 
more than 400 000 lives to which should be added those whom the 
Italians had killed and maimed, during that conflict and in their impe- 
rial campaigns in Libya and Ethiopia and in the Spanish Civil War. A 
still more important context is provided by that complex of vicious 
battles known to history as the Second World War, the event under- 
stood by history through the terrible signifiers of ‘Auschwitz’ and, 
after August 1945, ‘Hiroshima’, terms which express humankind’s fall 
into an all but ultimate abyss. 

Aware of such matters, this historian does not regret the death of 
Benito Mussolini, or want to glamorise the circumstances surrounding 
it (or exaggerate his uniqueness). All the evidence is that, psychologi- 
cally, morally and politically, the dictator was dead well before his life 
was terminated by those final shots. And yet one part of the macabre 
scene does deserve reflection. Mussolini’s demise, both at Mezzegra 
and in those events which would occur at Milan and which are 
narrated later in this book, had much that was ‘normal’ and ‘tradi- 
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tional’ about it. The failed dictator, fleeing who knows where, had 
been caught like a rat by his people and by them killed in retribution 
for his crimes and inadequacies. How different was this from the fate 
of Hitler, committing suicide amid bombs and fire in his bunker, 
hidden away beneath the city of Berlin and separate from the terrible 
sufferings of the city’s peoples and the endless travails of those who 
were conquering it. Different, too, was the death of Stalin, expiring 
after a stroke in his dacha, an object of terror beyond his death both to 
his people and to his henchmen. These last assembled nervously 
around his death-bed, trying to make up their minds whether their 
boss was really dead and whether it was safer to acknowledge the fact 
sooner or later. The final act of the lives of Hitler and Stalin is 
enmeshed with the horror of a modernity gone to ruin (and with their 
coming historical status as Great, if Evil, Men). 

Not so the death of Benito Mussolini. Yet, Fascism, too, shed an 
excess of blood. In its rise to power, during the solidification of the 
Fascist regime, through its frequently retrograde domestic policies, in 
Libya and Ethiopia, in its meddling in the Spanish Civil War, and then 
in its own special Second World War, Mussolini's Italian dictatorship 
must have sent early to the grave at least a million people, and prob- 
ably more. It is a cruel record and it ensures that this biography is 
self-consciously Anti-Fascist in its intent. No doubt I must also admit 
that, in the catalogue of the crimes, follies and tragedies of humankind 
which was so expanded during the history of the twentieth century, 
Mussolini occupies a relatively banal place and was no more than the 
least of the tyrant-killers who so scarred interwar Europe. He was the 
one who well reflected his nation, class and gender, although both 
Hitler and Stalin can also be effectively approached through ‘struc- 
turalism’ rather than ‘intentionalism’, to use the ugly jargon of 
historiography. Very likely, the free will of Stalin and Hitler was often 
as cribbed, cabined and confined as was Mussolini's by the societies in 
which they operated. But my task is to write the biography of the Duce 
and not of his more notorious contemporary dictators. I must therefore 
tell the tale from the beginning, from the relatively, but not too 
humble, birth of an infant in an Italy which itself had only existed for 
a generation, and ask how remarkable was the boy, Benito Mussolini? 
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First of his class? The 
Mussolinis and the young 
Benito, 1883-1902 


N Sunday 29 July 1883 at 2 o’clock in the afternoon a son was 
Ororn to Alessandro Mussolini and Rosa Maltoni. The happy event 
occurred at the hamlet of Dovia, a scattering of houses lying below the 
little administrative centre of Predappio, perched on the foothills of 
the Romagnole Apennines and commanding a back road which ran 
from the provincial capital, Forli, to Tuscany.t With the northein 
Italian summer reaching its height, local peasants were no doubt 
preoccupied with the prospect of the coming harvest, but one 
Hungarian enthusiast later maintained that, as if to signify the 
nativity and the national grandeur which it portended, at the hour of 
the infant's birth a thunder-bolt struck the double-headed eagle of the 
Habsburgs at the Schonbrunn palace in Vienna and sent it tumbling to 
the ground.* On 30 July the infant was christened Benito Amilcare 
Andrea Mussolini at the romanesque local church of San Cassiano. A 
tourist today can find the church (much ‘restored’ in the Fascist era) 
and buy a postcard of the baptismal font whose holy waters once 
anointed the future Duce. 

Although, as the youthful Mussolini would often tell himself with 
a characteristic amalgam of anger and ambition, Dovia was not 
Predappio, and Predappio was not Forli, and Forli was not Bologna, 
and Bologna was not Milan or Rome, and neither of those great Italian 
cities was Paris, long the metropolis of his dreams, the Mussolinis had 
a certain presence in their immediate surrounds. They may not have 
been signori, but they should not be confused with, and would not 
have wanted to be confused with, the lowest stratum of society. The 
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author of one of the numerous hagiographies produced under the 
eventual Fascist dictatorship struggled to show that the Mussolinis 
were of noble origin — allegedly, a certain ‘Malsomini’ had moved from 
Bologna to Venice in 996; thereafter his family rose socially, under- 
taking a succession of useful community roles notably in medicine, 
providing at least one saintly priest and always displaying ‘moral and 
civic elevation’, or so the zealous and deferential researcher into 
Mussolini family history contended.3 Marriage into the patrician class 
eventually permitted family usage of the title of count. But, some time 
in the 1560s, the noble Mussolinis left Venice to return to their origins 
in the Romagna. Then came a gap, although an English admirer of the 
Duce added the claim that a Mussolini had achieved ‘some reputation’ 
as a composer in eighteenth century London,‘ and an Italian expert 
brought forward what he said was irrefutable proof that the 
Mussolinis were of genuine Roman descent. Other friends or enemies 
of the dictator would from time to time aver that he was ‘really’ Serb, 
or Macedonian Turk, or Argentinian, or even a Polish Jew.> 

When, in the late 1920s, the dictator was informed of the more 
pious research into his ancestry, he was publicly scornful of it, 
discouraging its practitioners from extending their studies into the 
more recent past. In a modernising world, a noble inheritance was too 
much for a Duce to bear. Modesty may none the less have had its limits. 
In July 1943 Egidio Ortona, a young diplomat, visiting the Rocca delle 
Caminate, the restored castle above Predappio which a grateful public 
had donated to the Mussolini family, noted a genealogy prominently 
displayed on a wall.® Ortona does not specify the detail of this list of 
family descent and perhaps it only recorded the more historically 
established fact that the Mussolinis sprang from a family of peasant 
smallholders who, during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, 
earned their living in the high hill country of the border territory 
between the Vatican-administered Romagna and _ independent 
Tuscany. They generally seem to have worked land holdings, owned 
by more distinguished locals such as the noble Calboli family. Among 
them were a Francesco and a Jacobus Antonius Mussolini.? By the 
nineteenth century the family had been forced down nearer to the Po 
river plain, certainly by the requirement to find paid work and 
perhaps by the cultural appeal of such growing urban centres as 
Bologna and Forli. The first Mussolini to have a serious historical pres- 
ence was Benito’s grandfather, Luigi. Locals remembered him as 
something of a character, a man who would strut around the town 
piazza wearing the uniform of the National Guard, which he had first 
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donned during the political disturbances of 1847-49. He was given to 
bragging that he had served a term in the gaols of the Pope-King, Pius 
IX, a regrettable fate for one who had for a time received education in 
a seminary.* In more humdrum matters, Luigi Mussolini was a failure, 
however, having been driven by economic need to sell his land to his 
brother, Pietro, and being obliged thereafter to sustain himself as a 
hired hand.° Luigi did not die until January 1908, by which time he 
was a decrepit figure in his paese. To a degree, therefore, the 
Mussolinis were of declining social status, and the personalities of 
both Alessandro and Benito owed something to their compelling 
desire to restore respect and fortune to their family. 

‘Benito Amilcare Andrea’ — a grovelling biographer would later 
state that the Duce could dispense with his surname since, plainly, he 
was ‘ben ito [well sent] to the Empyrean of Glory, his figure shining 
with refulgent light among the stars of the first grandeur’, but actu- 
ally the infant’s names were telling in another sense. The family 
traditions of the Italian peasantry might have suggested that the child 
be called Luigi after his grandfather, but instead the name Benito was 
chosen in order to honour Benito Juarez, a Mexican revolutionary 
who had fallen victim to the Habsburg Emperor Maximilian. In the 
enmity thus declared for the ‘German’ dynasty, driven out during the 
Risorgimento but still installed in Trieste and the Trentino, lay a hint 
of patriotism, but Alessandro insisted on adding two other names, 
each invoking a prominent local ‘socialist’: Amilcare for Amilcare 
Cipriani and Andrea for Andrea Costa. The baptism of baby Benito had 
indeed reflected something of a historic compromise between the loyal 
Catholic observance of mother Rosa and the fiery anti-clericalism and 
populist revolutionism of Alessandro. 

Under the Fascist regime much would be made of the circumstance 
that, for a time, Alessandro was a blacksmith — the father forged iron, 
his son, it was said, tempered a people." More significant was the fact 
that, by 1883, Mussolini’s father was already a well-known local 
‘socialist’.‘* Born on 11 November 1854 at a farm on land still owned 
by his father, he had been involved in local political disturbances 
while a teenager, and in 1876 had acted as an official delegate for the 
paese of Predappio and that of nearby Meldola to the ‘Congress of 
socialist groups in the Emilia-Romagna’. This meeting of ‘subversives’ 
was held at Bologna, elegantly colonnaded capital of the region and, 
for a provincial like Alessandro, doubtless impressive in its ‘culture’ 
and ‘history’. Well before his marriage, Alessandro Mussolini was 
proud to call himself a follower and even a friend of both Costa and 
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Cipriani. Each of these men was a key figure in the organising of Italian 
socialism, with Costa becoming in 1882 the first Italian ‘socialist’ to be 
elected to parliament. Alessandro Mussolini assisted his campaign 
and, it is said, was directly responsible for mobilising some thousand 
supporters in and around Predappio, votes which proved crucial in 
the election.% 

Both Costa and Cipriani were activist rather than intellectual 
Marxists. Cipriani had fought with Garibaldi at Aspromonte, joined 
the Greek rebellion against Turkish rule in Crete and rallied to the 
Paris Commune; his punishment for this last was to be sent prisoner to 
New Caledonia. He was rather more an anarchist than an orthodox 
‘legalitarian’ socialist, characteristically combining a generosity of 
spirit with a fondness for ill-prepared insurrection: Michael Bakunin 
had as much influence on fledgling Italian socialism as did Karl Marx. 
Costa, too, at least early in his career, made revolution the main plank 
in his political ideology. Somewhat ironically for a man whose name 
would be borne by the later Fascist Duce, Costa in 1874 declared his 
political purpose to be ‘the destruction of the State in all its economic, 
political and religious manifestations ... the abolition of armies, banks 
and cults’.4 Later he turned more orthodox, earning fame for the 
elegance of his dress and the precision of his appearance. He exerted 
a major influence on the creation of a united Italian socialist party in 
1892. Both Costa and Cipriani were by definition also self-conscious 
internationalists, who looked to the utopia of the brotherhood of man 
and who, for the most part and at least in theory, scorned the petty 
interests of the Italian State and nation. 

Alessandro Mussolini never made it to the national stage, but he did 
become a significant political figure in his own region, as early as 1878 
attracting police attention as a potentially dangerous revolutionary. In 
May 1880 he was formally admonished for his threats to property and 
persons.” By the end of his time as an activist, it was reckoned he had 
published at least 20 articles in the local press, no mean achievement 
for a man with only a modicum of formal schooling.” According to a 
biography written during his son’s regime, he was famed as ‘an exco- 
riator of every vice and every corruption’ in his neighbourhood.*® 
None the less, in 1889 he cooled his revolutionary ardour long enough 
to favour a compromise whereby his socialists joined with local 
liberals in order to oust the clerical administration of Predappio. 
Thereafter Alessandro served on the town council in a variety of posi- 
tions including, eventually, deputy mayor, sometimes in a junta based 
on the socialists alone, sometimes in coalition. In 1891 he was 
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sufficiently worldly wise to travel to Milan, and took his eldest son 
with him, while he arranged to buy a modern threshing machine for 
his town. Merging ideology with practicality, he was by then spon- 
soring a co-operative at Predappio, which lasted until 1898.” He is also 
on record welcoming the arrival of the telegraph, favouring the town 
band, urging the expending of subsidies to meet the medical needs of 
the local poor and, more surprisingly, in 1900 formally regretting the 
assassination of King Umberto I. That monarch, he announced, was a 
‘gentleman’ at heart.?° 

Being a socialist in Liberal Italy, however, carried its perils and, in 
1902, following a riot in which he did not directly participate, 
Alessandro Mussolini was arrested and gaoled for six months, 
‘unjustly’ as his biographer would emphasise.”’ Grandfather, father 
and son Benito would all experience spells in gaol for political reasons, 
exhibiting a constancy of rebelliousness which must have been rela- 
tively unusual in Italian society. Gaol seems to have affected either 
Alessandro Mussolini's health or his spirit; family matters, and the 
death of his wife Rosa in February 1905, may have further discouraged 
him from political activism. Or was it that his position in society had 
changed? In the years before her death, Rosa had come into an inheri- 
tance, producing an elevation in wealth and status which, in the 
recollection of Mussolini's sister, Edvige, led the peasants of the area 
humbly to address Alessandro as Signor padrone.” From 1908, the 
family rented out some land beside the local river Rabbi for a payment 
of 490 lire per annum.” 

After becoming a widower, Alessandro Mussolini retreated from 
Predappio to take a job as innkeeper on the outskirts of Forli, 
detaching himself with seeming deliberation from what had been his 
political power base. He lived there with a peasant widow, Anna 
Lombardi (she had reverted to her maiden name), whom he had 
courted in his youth, and the menage included her five daughters, one 
of whom was a teenager named Rachele Guidi. This Rachele was soon 
to be Benito’s socialist companion and eventually his church-approved 
wife. Another of Alessandro’s problems may have been drink — one of 
the first groups to which he belonged called itself the Societa dei bevi- 
tori (Drinkers’ club), with a proud slogan boasting that its members 
intended to ‘live working or die fighting’ .*4 His son’s political enemies 
had no doubt that Alessandro in old age was an alcoholic, although 
more charitable onlookers ascribed his health problems to arthritis.” 
Whatever the case, at the inn, named patriotically (and so with a 
certain lack of socialist internationalism) ‘The Bersagliere’, Alessandro 
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Mussolini died in November 1910, aged 567° — most of the Mussolinis 
did not make old bones.?7 Not long before his death, the host of Il 
Bersagliere had cause to see his elder son acting as a waiter there 
between school-teaching jobs. It was not a sight which pleased him: 
‘What a dreadful state of affairs! A teacher ... an educated young 
man, reduced to being a mere servant’.?* Whatever had once been his 
revolutionary fervour, in old age Alessandro Mussolini, property 
owner and small businessman, was moderating his devotion to the 
principle of equality and had become instead aware of the intricate 
differences in class and status which characterise the human condi- 
tion, especially in the imagination of the propertied. 

But political contradiction had always hung over the Mussolinis. At 
least as influential a member of the family was Rosa Maltoni, wife to 
Alessandro and the mother of the Duce. Under the Fascist regime, Rosa 
Mussolini would be depicted as La Madre (The Mother), embodying 
for her children and especially for Benito ‘the most beautiful vision of 
their past, and a vision which lives on in an eternal present’. Her 
background and world view were not identical with those of her 
husband. Rosa Maltoni was born on 22 April 1858, the daughter of a 
man whom a later biographer pompously called a veterinarian and 
who humbly did his best to bring some medication to local livestock 
and some scientific knowledge to local peasants at a village three kilo- 
metres outside Forli. He also owned some land. Whereas all of the 
Guidi sisters except Rachele were illiterate,3? Rosa Maltoni’s family 
position a little further up the social scale meant that she received 
some schooling. Indeed, in 1876, aged 18, she earned a diploma to 
teach in elementary school; her Fascist biographer celebrated this 
devotion to ‘the most noble calling then available to women’ .3* The 
following year she was posted to Varano, as the school house for the 
scattered families of Dovia was called, on a salary of 50 lire per month, 
a pittance, but more than a peasant, and especially a peasant girl, 
could expect to be paid. Something of the nature of the school (the 
Mussolini family would live in the two rooms abutting it) can be seen 
in a letter Rosa Maltoni penned to the Predappio council in 1894 
asking for the windows of the room in which she instructed her pupils 
to be fixed since wind and snow blew in over herself and her 
scholars.3? 

It was at Dovia that Rosa Maltoni — to the dismay of her parents, 
who regretted that their talented daughter was marrying ‘down’ — met 
Alessandro Mussolini; in their tiny community they were very likely 
the only aspirant ‘intellectuals’. In January 1882 the couple were 
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united in marriage, somewhat surprisingly through the religious cere- 
mony which was long avoided by their eldest son and which 
Alessandro Mussolini's revolutionary rhetoric was accustomed to 
scorn. Rosa Maltoni was known for her piety.33 Soon she would take 
her cherished Benito to the calendar of religious festivals, allowing 
him later, when need be, to summon Catholicism as ‘the faith of my 
infancy ’34 (even if he elsewhere confessed that he had hated the smell 
of incense and of the faithful, the guttering of the candles and the 
drone of the organ).35 A biographer later maintained that the young 
Duce loved bible reading, at least when he could savour the sonorous- 
ness of the lists of names in Leviticus or the Book of Numbers.3° In 
adulthood, too, his intelligence and understanding were often 
sustained by a list and by a (deluded) hope in mathematical precision. 

Rosa Maltoni’s piety was of a conventional kind and was accompa- 
nied by a firm will. Her pedagogical methods were similar. In 1900 she 
explained to her superiors: 


In teaching geography I follow the most rational method and avoid the 
formality of complex naming which simply loads the mind with 
abstract, and so useless, ideas. Such concepts hang around for a while 
in a pupil’s mind but soon just disappear. In regard to history, I under- 
line the sentiment involved, seeking above all to foster character in the 
children, as well as reinforcing their resolution and determination. 


Typically, she added that her instruction would be more effective if 
only the lighting available in her school room were not so dim and 
unreliable.37 

One enthusiast eventually averred that Mussolini and that apostle 
of hard work and self help, Samuel Smiles, had much in common.%* 
But, among the Mussolinis, it was Rosa Maltoni who was the most 
obvious ‘Victorian’, the upright believer in ‘improvement’. She was a 
good teacher, but herself did not gain promotion, becoming instead a 
local identity and rather more universally admired than her husband. 
By the time of her death aged 46, she had sacrificed much to her calling 
and her family. Her effort and dedication, and the prestige of the 
Mussolinis, were evidenced when her funeral procession drew a 
crowd of over a thousand.39 

By the 1930s Fascist propagandists enjoyed declaiming that ‘on 
every occasion [the Duce] praises Italian women whom he knew 
through his Mother and whom he knows through his Woman, both 
typical embodiments of the national woman, who lives out her history 
between silence and the family hearth’.1? Another credulous 
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biographer would remember how Rosa had given the baby Benito a 
pet white rabbit to which he was.attached and which was given to 
nuzzling the future Duce with its warm pink nose.“ Such breathless 
writers would typically add that, through the presageful events of his 
infancy and childhood, Mussolini had mystically absorbed the spirit 
of Italian womanhood and could somehow express its essence in his 
own erect masculinity. One still more ardent biographer was, 
however, dismissive: ‘Alessandro Mussolini and Rosa Maltoni only 
played the part of a John [the Baptist] toward Christ. They were the 
instruments of God and history, given the task of watching over one of 
the greatest national messiahs. Actually the greatest.’% This last, 
however, is a decidedly skewed summation of the influence of the 
dictator’s parents. Rather than being mere sentinels, father and mother 
transferred many attitudes, ideals and habits to their son, and some of 
the confusion or eclecticism of his ideas in turn reflected the differ- 
ences which actually existed in the Mussolini parents’ view of the 
world. 

Completing the family and crowding the rooms beside the Varano 
school-house were two siblings. The youngest was a girl, Edvige, born 
10 November 1888, who would rarely intrude publicly into her elder 
brother's life but who was to undertake a supervisory role over the 
Duce’s children, as befitted an aunt, and who was respected by him for 
her capability and her good sense.44 Far more evident was the middle 
child Arnaldo, born 11 January 1885, and thus less than 18 months 
younger than Benito. For years the two boys, like many of their class 
and nation, slept together on the same iron bedstead (it had allegedly 
been crafted by their father and, photos reveal, was ornamented with 
putti and grapes).4 Throughout their lives, the brothers were very 
close until Arnaldo’s premature death, aged 46 (the same age his 
mother had been), on 21 December 1931. Though Arnaldo might 
become accustomed humbly to introduce himself as ‘Mussolini the 
Little’,4° he was often a crucial agent for his older brother — in adult- 
hood, for years they exchanged a phone call each night at 10 p.m.4” — 
and may well have been the only person whom Benito ever trusted. 
Certainly Mussolini's eldest son Vittorio was, by contrast, aware that, 
whatever the level of his filial respect, he never altogether won his 
father’s confidence.*® 

Like Benito Amilcare Andrea, Arnaldo was awarded a revolutionary 
name by his father, if now one of a greater pomposity, hinting at 
Alessandro Mussolini’s growth in political experience, worldly status 
and ambition. Arnaldo da Brescia was a_ twelfth-century 
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anti-hierarchical and puritanical heretic, hanged by the Church for 
rebellion. In nineteenth-century Italy he had been remembered in 
anticlerical circles as a somewhat unlikely ‘apostle of civil liberty’ .49 
Apart from the desire, demonstrated in this naming process, to find 
inspiration from and connection with history, another sign of the 
Mussolinis’ rise in social status may have been that Arnaldo was not 
nourished by Rosa, but instead given to a peasant wet-nurse. When he 
came to write a magniloquent biography of his brother, the Duce 
recalled this matter guiltily and as reflecting an inescapable fate 
through which the Great Mussolini always overbore the younger 
brother.5° Despite the intended resonance of his name, Arnaldo grew 
up an unheretical child, with an educational curriculum vitae heavily 
suggestive of maternal influence, but with a hint of his father’s pres- 
ence, too. Rather chubbier than his elder brother, indeed by the 1920s 
unhealthily puffy-looking, Arnaldo had a higher forehead than 
Benito, yet his jutting if dimpled chin marked him as a Mussolini. 

In 1902 Arnaldo graduated from a college concentrating on agricul- 
tural subjects. He was therefore entitled to call himself ‘Dott. 
Mussolini’ and duly did so.* For a time, Arnaldo followed his brother 
in emigration to Switzerland, working there as a labourer and 
gardener. By the end of 1905, drawn back to the family by his mother’s 
death — to his dismay, Arnaldo did not arrive in time to embrace her — 
and funeral, he was employed to teach a variety of agricultural skills, 
first at Cesena and then in the emphatically Catholic Veneto. He 
married in 1909, fathering three children over the next decade. In 1914 
he moved from teaching to local administration, obtaining a position 
as communal secretary. As a result of the battle of Caporetto, however, 
Morsano, his Friulian township, fell to the Austrians and, in 1918, he 
was called up (he had not volunteered) for the Italian army. Shortly 
thereafter he was sent to officers’ school, as befitted his educational 
level and class position. He ended his quiet war as a Second 
Lieutenant, a rank well above that of Corporal Benito Mussolini.» 

Whatever the army and its service might have offered him, Arnaldo 
Mussolini never questioned the fact that the hierarchy of his family 
mattered more than that of the nation, and he was soon helping his 
senior sibling, both with the Fascist cause and with more mundane 
concerns — his elder brother recollected that Arnaldo spent more time 
looking after Benito’s family than did the Duce. A Fascist eulogist 
added that Arnaldo became the shadow who was always there, but 
who ‘did not hamper the bodily movements’ of the Duce, the ‘Great 
Brother’.54 Another urged naively that only Benito Mussolini 
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understood the Italian people better than did Arnaldo, the teacher of 
teachers.> Actually Arnaldo Mussolini’s other identifying factor was 
his piety. Here was a Mussolini whose politics were markedly clerical. 
His wife’s brother was a priest, eventually employed to give belated 
baptism to the senior Mussolini children.>° Analysts still argue about 
the genuineness of Fascism’s thrust towards social and spiritual revo- 
lution. It is certainly worth remembering that the mind-set of Arnaldo 
Mussolini was respectful of the status quo, certainly of the Church and 
perhaps of the State. Mussolini the Little was no revolutionary. In and 
around Predappio, he would be remembered as ‘the good one’.*” His 
elder brother, by contrast, was known as ‘e mat’, the mad one.5® 

Fascist propaganda would love to claim that Mussolini had ‘come 
from the people, sharing in this way all the aspirations of the people’.»? 
Of course, the Mussolini family background was a specific one and 
cannot be generalised to encompass Italians of other classes, regions 
and times. All the same, any reading of the Duce’s personality and 
mind can easily find there echoes of his family and of the piccolo mondo 
of that part of the Romagna into which he was born. 

When Arnaldo and Benito Mussolini engaged in familiar conversa- 
tion, they, as brothers in Italy might, automatically spoke in dialect.® 
This linguistic preference is a reminder of the novelty and weakness of 
that Italian nation state which recorded the birth of the two brothers.” 
In 1883 modern Italy had been in existence for less than a generation; 
its capital had been secured in Rome for not much more than a decade. 
Similarly the modern Italian language had only recently been 
invented; linguistic historians nowadays claim that, at the moment of 
unification in 1860, only some 2.5 per cent of Italians (about 600 000 
people) spoke the national language with comfort or pleasure. 

Nationalists, then and later, avowed that the unification was 
natural, and were proudly sure that Italianness or italianita was a 
primordial quality, constituting the eternal identity of the racial stock 
(stirpe) of the peninsula. Reality was different. For all its propagan- 
dists’ boasts about the eternal nature of Rome and the refulgent glory 
of the Renaissance, Liberal Italy was a fragile state. Internationally, the 
nation was required to play the ambiguous and even frightening role 
of the ‘Least of the Great Powers’.°} Some 14 months before Benito 
Mussolini's birth, Italy’s diplomatists had secured membership of the 
Triple Alliance with Imperial Germany and Habsburg Austria, a 
strange pact given that Italian irredentists vociferously maintained 
that the Risorgimento, or national unification, was incomplete while 
Austria continued to rule Trieste and the Trentino. Since this was the 
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age of imperialism, men of government mused, perhaps irredentist 
ardour could be assuaged and European tensions diverted to Africa 
and the wider world. In 1883 conservative moralist and politician 
Sidney Sonnino demanded a ‘grandiose colonial future’ for Italy® and 
the nation’s Foreign Minister, Pasquale Stanislao Mancini, a 
Neapolitan, was actively engaged in the process of planning imperial 
gain. In January 1885 he sent a battalion of Bersaglieri to occupy the 
Red Sea port of Massawa, thereby initiating a national Italian presence 
in what would become the colony of Eritrea. From its hinterland beck- 
oned the vast and vulnerable medieval-style kingdom of Ethiopia. 
Perhaps there, Italy, too, could locate the Glory, God and Gold of 
modern empire, and prove to Italians that it was better to be the ally of 
Austria and the Germanic world than its enemy. 

As far as the Mussolinis were concerned, these international 
alarums sounded as yet but fitfully into their daily lives. The domestic 
travails of Liberal Italy touched them more directly. One prominent 
issue was the relationship between Church and State. Cavour and his 
liberal friends had made anti-clericalism a major plank in their 
programme of ‘modernisation’, and Italy had been united against the 
wishes and to the damage of the Vatican under Pope Pius IX (1846-78). 
By the 1880s the Papacy was in the hands of Leo XIII (died 1903). On 
election, he appeared an elderly reactionary, and even when his poli- 
tics proved more ample than expected — in 1891 he published the 
encyclical Rerum Novarum (Of New Things), whose very title 
promised certainly novelty and perhaps modernity — it was still 
unclear whether the Church was plotting the overthrow of the 
heretical or godless Liberal regime which had usurped rule in Rome. 

In 1883 Italy’s Prime Minister was the cautious Agostino Depretis, a 
Lombard Liberal and Freemason, who was becoming renowned as the 
advocate of trasformismo, that is, the de-ideologising political practice 
through which government came from the centre, buying off its 
‘extremist’ foes of left and right through a continuing process of coali- 
tion. The best leader was he who could most adroitly offer members of 
the Chamber of Deputies rewards and benefits (what to some moralists 
seemed ‘corruption’) in order to attach them to the governing majority. 
The legacy of Depretis was durable — in most eyes, Republican Italy 
after 1946 remained ‘transformist’ — but, during the 1880s, it also 
faced critics and challengers. Italy had begun with a tiny and easily 
manageable electorate, composed of some 2 per cent of the national 
population. In January 1882 Depretis had acknowledged that social 
change, which was spreading into the Italian peninsula from the more 


47 


Mussolini 


industrialised Europe to the north, by passing a suffrage reform. It 
extended the vote to 7 per cent of-the population; Depretis had kept 
the figure low, in a country where the majority of the peasantry 
remained stubbornly illiterate, by insisting that electors be able to 
read. 

An electorate of that size could still be ‘managed’ in something like 
the traditional manner, as successive Prime Ministers — Depretis in the 
1880s, Francesco Crispi in the 1890s and Giovanni Giolitti, in the era 
given his name from 1903 to 1914 — demonstrated. None the less, from 
the 1880s all Italian politicians were perforce preoccupied with the 
‘social question’, that is, with what to do about that great mass of the 
population who remained outside the political system. How these 
masses could be safely ‘nationalised’ and so converted into loyal 
Italians was the basic issue in Italian politics until the First World War 
and beyond. 

The Liberal nation seemed to possess two main enemies, each 
destined to create its own modern mass party. As has been noted, one 
was composed by those Catholics who yearned either to restore the 
temporal power of the popes, or to create a Catholic democracy as 
limned in Rerum Novarum. The second was constituted by ‘socialists’, 
people like Andrea Costa and Alessandro Mussolini, who preached 
political and, still more ominously, social revolution. How could they 
be accommodated in any tolerable system without a descent into 
‘chaos’ and a surrender by the propertied classes of their wealth, lands 
and expertise? Would drastic solutions prove necessary? After all, as 
early as 1876 Lombard liberal and financier Marco Minghetti mused 
about the eventual need for a ‘fascio [union] of all conservative forces’ 
marshalled against the ‘ideas of the socialists’ .®5 

In the story of the growth of Italian socialism, the Emilia-Romagna, 
that region which runs from the Po Valley to the Adriatic Sea, was of 
major significance. Indeed, in 1881 Andrea Costa had founded the 
‘Romagnole Revolutionary Socialist party’ as a first step in his own 
move from anarchism towards a fully organised state socialism in Italy. 
Fascist propagandists, too, regularly emphasised the ‘Romagnole’ 
character of their Duce and his family. Alessandro the blacksmith was 
thought to be ‘a courageous and humble son of the Romagna, thrustful 
and ardent like its land’;°° Benito was dubbed ‘the vehicle of the very 
soul of the Romagna’, and, in the dark days of 1942, an effort was 
made to cheer the public with photos of the Duce and his Romagna, 
where, it was solemnly explained, Mussolinis had dug for more than 
three centuries.” 
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What did such grandiose words imply? Partly the answer to that 
question lay in the past. During the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries, dynastic crises in the various dukedoms handed the rule of 
territories from the watershed of the Apennines as far as the Po river 
to the Vatican. However, in many senses, these lands continued to lie 
‘beyond the mountains’. There was a major climatic difference, with 
the fogs of the Po valley hovering over the flat terrain for months in 
winter in a way unimaginable in sunny Rome. Given the weakness of 
the early modern state — and there were few states weaker and more 
erratic than the Papacy — the population of such cities as Ferrara and 
Bologna retained a strong sense of urban identity and a resentment at 
incompetent, cruel and ‘foreign’ government from Rome. Romagnoles 
were thus likely to be dissidents — anarchism did well for a time in the 
region, while republicanism continued to flourish there throughout 
the Liberal era. 

Economic and cultural developments, however, ensured that 
‘socialism’ was the modern ideology which found most fertile soil in 
the Romagna. The commitment to revolution appealed to urban intel- 
lectuals in the many citta — a word which more often signified the 
towns, places with a population of 10 000 or so, than the cities of the 
region. Not for nothing did Benito Mussolini serve a political appren- 
ticeship editing for a time the earnestly entitled La Lotta di Classe (The 
Class Struggle) in Forli and, while there, strive for promotion to 
Bologna. A historian of the region has noted that, by 1900, Bologna 
had become the ‘acknowledged, if unofficial, capital of agricultural 
Italy’,% and, as a consequence, the rival of the industrial ‘capital’ 
Turin, the financial capital Milan and the administrative capital (and 
capital in myths) Rome. Predictably, then, Bologna’s intellectuals 
strove to distinguish themselves from their rivals in Turin, Milan, 
Rome (and Forli). 

But Romagnole socialism was unusual in also penetrating the peas- 
antry in a way which might have surprised that youthful Karl Marx 
who had declared dismissively that one peasant was separated from 
another as was one potato from another potato. Po valley agriculture 
felt the impact of capitalism as early as did any part of Italy. Since the 
1880s the Romagnole hinterland had fallen into economic crisis. Old 
style sharecroppers had been driven either up or, more frequently, 
down the social ladder as farm production resolved itself into an 
arrangement between owners (often that now meant anonymous 
companies) and day labourers. As a modern historian has put it: 
‘farming in the Bologna plains and to a lesser extent in the foothills, 
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increasingly became an industry like any other’.7° In this world the 
socialist message about the steady pauperisation of the working 
classes, and about an inevitable conflict between bourgeoisie and 
proletariat, capital and labour, made sense. In 1901 Bologna saw the 
unification of existing rural groups into Federterra, a massive peasant 
trade union which, within a year, approached a membership of a 
quarter of a million.” 

In other words, as the old century passed, both in town and in 
countryside, any ‘new man’ of the Romagna was likely to call himself 
a socialist, and a youthful Benito Mussolini did just that. On 1 May 
(the day of the workers) 1903, the 19-year-old published a celebratory 
sonnet to Gracchus Babeuf (charmingly misspelled by Mussolini as 
Baboeuf), the ‘pioneer communist’ who had mounted an unsuccessful 
‘conspiracy of the equals’ in Paris in 1796. Babeuf’s first name 
resounded with the clamour of agricultural ‘revolution’ as once hero- 
ically pursued in the classical Roman republic, but that was a 
resonance which Benito Mussolini presently ignored. Instead, the poet 
sang of the great but sad days of Revolution in Paris, of the betrayal of 
Thermidor, of the devious plotting of priests, and of the smile of 
Babeuf at the moment of his sacrificial death. ‘Into his dying eyes’, the 
still-not-quite Duce wrote, ‘travelled the flash of the [socialist] Idea, 
the vision of the centuries to come’.? In his own new century, 
Mussolini was dreaming of fresh uprisings in which he might be the 
guiding light. But how had Benito Amilcare Andrea, self-conscious 
young revolutionary and intellectual, reached this stage of his life? 

The upbringing of the infant Benito was inevitably heavily mythol- 
ogised under his dictatorship, during which an endless stream of 
servile authors underlined his exceptionality and genius in order to 
prove that the Duce was ‘always the Duce’,?3 and that, from his birth if 
not before, he had acted ‘like a true Roman’.” As an old family friend 
turned hired pen of the Fascist state proclaimed: ‘At once the infancy 
of Benito Mussolini gave unmistakable signs of his great passion for 
study and spiritual meditation’.75 Such evidence is difficult to inter- 
pret and plainly cannot be taken at face value. Rather, the first story 
about Mussolini as a baby is psychologically intriguing. It was not 
until after his third birthday that the future orator learned to speak. 
This delay in maturation so worried his parents that they took him to 
Forli to be examined by an ear, nose and throat specialist, presumably 
a costly trip (and one that a peasant family would not have been able 
to afford or imagine). Allegedly the doctor told Rosa: ‘Don’t worry, my 
good woman, soon he will talk too much’.”? A modern psychologist 
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might be more worried lest such a delay in maturation suggest that all 
was not well at home, and it may be wondered just how compatible 
Rosa and Alessandro really were — after all, even Mussolini's pious 
socialist obituary of his father admitted that Alessandro had not alto- 
gether made a success of life.” 

For all that, young Benito did not grow up in a way that was excep- 
tional for his class and region. Legend would emphasise his ‘wildness’, 
the more to prove his innate quality of leadership. The Fascist image of 
the boy Mussolini focused either on his commanding of a gang of 
urchins in its intrepid raids on local farmsteads, or on the Boy- 
Philosopher, cogitating in the shadow of the ancient oak which grew 
just outside San Cassiano (vengeful Anti-Fascists cut it down after 
1945),7° or beside the plashing waters of the Rabbi.7? Mussolini can 
even be found saying in ultimate cliche that these were the happiest 
days of his life.®° 

The only real hint of the unusual in the boy Mussolini’s behaviour 
occurred when the nine-year-old, after some family debate, was sent 
as a boarder to the Salesian college at Faenza, a big school by the 
standards of the time with 200 pupils aged from six to late teenage, 
in a town which was the next citta up the railway line towards 
Bologna from Forli. Again, it was a choice of schooling suggesting 
ambition among the Mussolinis, but with Rosa Maltoni having the 
greater influence — Benito claimed that his mother had been talked 
into sending her cherished son there by a ‘bigoted’ female member 
of the locally powerful Zoli family.** Among the Catholic fathers 
Benito survived for two years but in increasingly evident travail. 
There was the problem of religion and, very likely inseparable from 
it, the problem of class. Certainly in Dovia and probably in 
Predappio, the Mussolinis were gente per bene (respectable people). 
But the good citizens of Faenza, a cittad with an iron bridge for the 
provincial to marvel at,®? did not easily acknowledge inferior beings 
from a barbarous world outside the city gates. As Mussolini took 
pains to recall, among the Salesians he was placed in the third and 
bottom rank, a station which was humiliatingly emphasised during 
lessons, at school mealtimes, in scholastic dress and in sleeping 
arrangements. All in all, the fathers of the Catholic order seem to 
have remembered maliciously the reputation of Alessandro, the blas- 
pheming father of their pupil, and forgotten the piety of his mother. 
In their conscious and unconscious actions, they made young Benito 
an object of their dislike and persecution, even though, after some 
public recalcitrance, he took communion — in the odour of sanctity 
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which briefly clung to him thereafter, he remembered, school food 
improved.*3 ; 

The outcome of the conflict between boy and teachers was perhaps 
inevitable. During a petty squabble among the pupils, Mussolini, still 
short of his eleventh birthday, pulled out a knife and stabbed a class- 
mate in the hand. There followed a tremendous hue and cry, in which 
the future Duce was told by an outraged Salesian that he had a soul as 
black as soot, and was then put out to sleep with the school dogs for 
the night (even if a charitable teacher eventually rescued him from 
that frightening fate).*4 Deemed violent and uncontrollable, Mussolini 
was, sometime thereafter, expelled from the school, a circumstance 
which duly became the stuff of Fascist, Anti-Fascist and sensationalist 
biographical account, and has remained grist to any analyst deter- 
mined to prove that only one possible path lay ahead for the future 
Duce. 

The problem with drawing too definite a conclusion about his 
nature from his time at Faenza is that, when, at the end of the summer 
holidays in 1894, Mussolini transferred to the state school at 
Forlimpopoli,*5 another but less renowned citta of the Romagna plain, 
he became something of a model pupil (despite some trouble occa- 
sioned by another stabbing incident). At the Collegio Giosué Carducci, 
named grandly after Liberal Italy’s leading (and highly patriotic) poet, 
and actually headed by the poet's brother Valfredo Carducci, Benito 
duly passed his exams (if sometimes with a struggle), before matricu- 
lating in the summer of 1901. A surviving school report shows him 
doing best in pedagogy, language and literature, and ‘morale’, and 
worst in agriculture and maths.*° He also began to develop what 
became a lifelong interest in music and even talked about seeking a 
career as a professional musician — his aim, he said, was to compose a 
tune which would express ‘all the motion of the universe’.*7 In 1899 
Mussolini participated in a ‘Festival of the Tree’ held in the nearby 
elegant hill-town of Bertinoro and was photographed playing the 
cornet.®® It was, then, not just convention which caused the later 
politician fondly to recall his days at Forlimpopoli.®® Indeed, the 
school gave him his first chance to place his name before a wider 
public. In early 1901 Mussolini was chosen to represent the school in 
an oration commemorating the death of Giuseppe Verdi, sometime 
alleged hero of the Risorgimento and composer of universal fame. The 
socialist national daily Avanti! reported the event in a three line piece 
gravely defining the orator as ‘comrade student Mussolini’,°° while the 
Bologna daily I/ Resto del Carlino also noted the ‘much applauded’ 
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speech, even if they thought that the boy who delivered it was ‘Benito 
Mussolino’.® Despite the pupil's forensic feat, a few months later the 
school bursar did not forgo the despatch of an unpaid bill for 22 lire 
and 68 centesimi to the local mayor with a request that he press 
payment from the Mussolinis.% 

An account published in the 1930s by a school-fellow of the Duce 
recalls a proud and generally taciturn boy who sought to mark himself 
out from the other pupils by his fondness for black clothes (and tie) 
and by his pallid looks, but he was also known as a passionate and 
athletic dancer. While still a schoolboy, he boasted of losing his 
virginity in a Forli brothel at a cost of 50 centesimi, an event which, he 
said, stimulated both guilt and lust. He told his friends that he was a 
great writer of poetry, but he always tore up the results.% He let it be 
known that he thought deep thoughts.% In his pocket, as his personal 
talisman, he carried a medallion with the image of Karl Marx on it.% 
Mussolini's prominent eyes grew more burning every day. He began to 
cultivate a small moustache, which he would keep until the end of the 
First World War (though it would never grow as luxuriantly as that of 
his father). Possessed of an excellent memory, he converted the oblig- 
atory study of Dante (the medieval religious poet had been installed as 
the chief cultural symbol of united modern Italian nation and its 
national language) into a weapon of his own. Thus, it was said, he 
loved to walk through the dark, silent, streets of Forlimpopoli late at 
night, shouting the stanze of the Inferno or Purgatorio. It was as 
though he was assaulting the walls of the villas which lined his path. 
And it was the invective of Dante which he especially loved.% 

When he finished his schooling, Benito Mussolini was young, 
bright, angry, ambitious, at times violent (as was society around him), 
disadvantaged in quite a lot of ways, but determined and fortunate to 
live at a time when his particular talents were beginning to matter. In 
many ways he was well defined as ‘first of his class’, though he would 
not be the only politician in history to deserve that soubriquet. How 
could he find a way to harness his evident promise, to solace his anger 
and ambition, and to move from being merely the first of his own small 
cohort to primacy in some part of that life which mattered? How could 
he find a path to the great world? 

Could teaching be the answer? In his last months as a student, 
Mussolini was already assisting the staff as a pupil-teacher, notably, it 
is said, of history, and, in 1901, his mother’s vocation seemed destined 
to be his own (as it would be for a while Arnaldo’s). School teaching, 
at least at the more senior level, could bring considerable respect in 
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belle époque Italian society. Some of the atmosphere of that profession 
is revealed in a ceremony held at the end of school term in May 1910 at 
Forlimpopoli to honour Valfredo Carducci, ‘brother of the poet’ as it 
was inevitably stressed, who had just completed 20 years of service at 
his school. Benito Mussolini, granted the grandiose title of Forli corre- 
spondent for the socialist national daily paper Avanti!, wrote up the 
event. The mayor, he reported, had presided over the solemnitieés, 
which saw Carducci presented with a gold watch and a ceremonial 
scroll. Ex-pupils had assembled from all around the region, joining 
their ex-teacher at a banquet, a civic reception and then a concert, 
held at the elegant Teatro Comunale to the benefit of a local sailors’ 
hospice.” No doubt plenty of time was left for orations and toasts. 

A decade earlier, did the young school graduate wonder whether 
one day he, too, might expect such honours? In December 1901 
Mussolini published in the supplement of a teachers’ magazine what 
seems to have been his first work, an admiring commentary on the 
Russian novel.9* For much of the next decade his most likely employ- 
ment was as a teacher — and, at least if her ghosted memoirs are to be 
believed, his eventual companion Rachele was expected to address 
him as ‘professore’ until after the birth of their fourth child.% But 
young Benito Mussolini had one other great commitment — politics. 
The dilemma remained — how could the two vocations be combined? 

The ideal solution to this question was local. Young Benito, ‘grad- 
uate’, clutching his ‘diploma’, sought a post as secretary of the 
Predappio comune, after he had applied for and failed to obtain a series 
of teaching jobs.’°° His application was taken seriously. The Council 
voted on the matter, with Alessandro conscientiously retiring from the 
room during the process. But Benito was too young and too inexperi- 
enced a candidate, and was rejected 10: 4.‘ It would have to be 
school-teaching, after all. Alessandro allegedly told his son not to be 
disappointed, but to head out onto the paths of the world. There, he 
suggested, his son could turn into the ‘Crispi of tomorrow’ .'? In 
February 1902 Mussolini left his parents’ house to take up the position 
of relief teacher at a tiny school at Pieve Saliceto, a frazione of Gualtieri 
Emilia, still in Italy's red belt but more than 100 kilometres from home, 
where, it was thought, Alessandro’s raccomandazione (personal refer- 
ence) had none the less carried weight. Mussolini eventually 
acknowledged that he did not do especially well in his initial spell as a 
teacher, but he blamed the reactionary clericalism which, in his 
opinion, scarred the textbooks even in a socialist comune, and 
explained his failure to foster his pupils’ initiative.'3 Others said that, 
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at Gualtieri, he spent too much time drinking and playing cards at the 
local Osteria della fratellanza (Fraternity pub). Moreover, 
Mussolini’s view of discipline, which tended to the libertarian, was 
rejected by local parents. In June he found that his contract was not 
renewed, although the reason seems to have had less to do with his 
pedagogical radicalism than with the public scandal occasioned by his 
adulterous affair with a local soldier’s wife.'5 

In any case, the young teacher was already thinking of sloughing 
off his commitments to the little worlds of the Po valley. In May 1901 
Mussolini had applied for a passport and, because of his family’s good 
financial and civic reputation, had obtained it. As he informed a friend 
back home in early June, soon he would reside ‘no more in the land of 
Dante, but rather in that of W. Tell’.*°° On 9 July 1902 Professor Benito 
Mussolini, elementary school teacher, headed for the Swiss border. 
His mother had transferred funds to him for the trip; they amounted 
to the equivalent of almost a month’s pay. He claimed that the only 
person to whom he said good-bye at Gualtieri Emilia was ‘his woman’, 
whom he would never see again. Since, by his own account, he had 
once stabbed her in the arm during a quarrel, she may well have been 
glad to return to her husband.” On the slow train Mussolini read in a 
paper of his father’s arrest, but that family crisis did not diminish his 
determination to shake the dust of Italy from his life.’°* Like millions 
of other Italians in the decades before 1914 — his train, he recalled, was 
crowded with others leaving’ — Mussolini had decided to become an 
emigrant. He was to celebrate his nineteeth birthday in a foreign 
clime. 
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N crossing the Swiss border, Mussolini was following a well-trodden 
i During the decade from 1896 to 1905, more than 4 million 
Italians emigrated — during the following ten years the total expanded 
to 6 million.' At first the emigrants tended to come from northern Italy 
and to expatriate within Europe. However, by the beginning of the 
new century a wave of departures had begun in the south, with both 
the United States and Latin America becoming favoured destinations. 
Furthermore, a massive departure to Switzerland, France, Germany 
and Austria continued; in 1902, for example, Mussolini was one of 50 
233 of his fellow countrymen (the great majority were indeed male) 
who migrated to the Helvetian Republic.? Later in the decade 
Mussolini also spent time in the Austrian Trentino, and he at least 
contemplated departure to the USA or to ‘Madagascar’, this last a 
somewhat unlikely choice. In 1903 he told one friend that he was 
mulling over the idea of departure to ‘Africa’ for 20 years — by residing 
there he could avoid the national draft.4 As late as 1910 he and Rachele 
talked about going together to America, only abandoning the prospect 
when it became evident that Rachele was expecting a child.5 

Italian emigrants tended to be young and to be male — between 1896 
and 1905, men left at almost five times the rate of women.® Those who 
went generally saw themselves as ‘sojourners’, or ‘birds of passage’, 
working hard and enduring exploitation, not least from those fellow 
nationals who had departed before them and who now knew the 
customs and networks of their new countries and could adapt them to 
their own benefit. Such snares avoided or overcome, the emigrant 
intended to go home wiser and richer. Often, like Mussolini, Italians 
emigrated (and returned) more than once, as the spirit of adventure, or 
need, required. For many, the period of emigration resembled an 


Emigrant and socialist, 1g02—1910 


apprenticeship, or, better, a period of conscription, in which much 
that happened was cruel or imponderable but during which the life 
beyond the borders constituted an initiation rite, a necessary service, 
that eventually set the emigrant, having made a ‘fortune’, free to 
return to family, paese and full adulthood. Emigration was at its base 
an act of ‘the Italies’ and therefore of the un-nationalised masses, 
behaving as though the modern Italian nation and state were irrele- 
vant to their hopes and fears. 

If an ideal of financial and spiritual emancipation was clung to by 
many an emigrant in desperate times, for each individual the story of 
migration had its own cast. Experience abroad mostly reinforced the 
separation of the sexes and shored up the conventional patriarchy — 
this confirmation of existing habits and beliefs was what happened to 
the young Mussolini. More striking is the question of identity, an 
issue which was also of political interest for modernising states, be 
they the countries which received the emigrants, or Italy itself. Here 
there was the curious and ironical possibility that the act of migration, 
despite the apparent accompanying acceptance that the nation-state 
could provide neither present sustenance nor future opportunity, 
might actually advance the nationalisation of the masses. Emigration 
by its definition involved statistics, that process of tabulation and 
assessment which was so near the heart of the modern state. Emigrants 
may have left the Italies and their paesi, but both the host society and 
the representatives of the Italian government with whom they came 
into contact called them ‘Italians’. So, too, did the other peoples with 
whom they mixed. Matters of identity were not always simple. 
Sometimes ‘Latins’ would cluster almost as though they were still 
subjects of Imperial Rome. More frequently, ‘Italian’ clubs and welfare 
associations actually turned out to owe allegiance to a region, a town 
or a village, and members were bound by a classical emigrant ‘chain’ 
to the folks back home. Yet, the word ‘Italy’ could not be expunged 
from an emigrant’s vocabulary. Indeed, as one emigrant put it, it was 
through going to Latin America that he learned that he was Italian.’ 

Quite a number of important figures in the eventual Fascist regime 
shared in this honing of their national identity. One was Edmondo 
Rossoni, for a time Fascist trade union chief. Born in 1884 and so a year 
younger than Mussolini, and from a paese in the province of Ferrara 
not far from Predappio, Rossoni emigrated to the United States after a 
brush with the Italian police over his labour activism. There, by 1912, 
he had become a sort of nationalist, insisting on ‘a strictly Italian 
working-class union’ as the best way both to defeat the capitalist 
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bosses and to advance his own career.® Another Italian emigrant in the 
U.S. was Amerigo Dumini, a man who became notorious in 1924 as the 
leader of the Fascist squad which killed moderate socialist deputy 
Giacomo Matteotti, setting off the Fascist regime’s most public 
scandal. Dumini was actually a second generation emigrant, born in 
St. Louis in 1896, but sent back to Italy for some education. Thereafter 
he learned a nationalist vocabulary (although never forgetting the 
appeal! of the main chance), through the First World War and service 
in the Italian Army.?® 

Mussolini’s own emigrant experience did not at first seem likely to 
follow such paths. Benito Mussolini was a socialist. His own father, in 
one of the short articles which he proudly contributed to a local news- 
sheet, condemned the Italian state for the disgraceful act of driving its 
citizens out of the country — according to Alessandro, nine families, in 
total some 50 people, had just left Dovia for Brazil, certain suffering 
and likely death. Yellow fever, Alessandro warned, stalked the 
tropics.’ Likewise, then and later, Marxist theory defined emigration 
as a process of international exploitation through which the bour- 
geoisie depressed wages and conditions, both at home and abroad. 
Indeed, the Emilia-Romagna, precisely because it was ‘red’, was a 
region of scant emigration. For most fully aware Marxists, the 
emigrant constituted a variety of traitor and black-leg who, rather 
than abandoning his familiar hearth, did better to stay where he could 
fight the bosses most knowingly and effectively. 

In his own mind, Mussolini was certainly not going to Switzerland 
in breach of the rules of socialism. Rather, his emigration was a variety 
of exile, a young man’s adventure to be sure, but at the same time an 
expression of contempt towards that Italy which had not found him 
worthy employment. In his new abode, Mussolini had every intention 
of remaining loyal to socialist networks — they offered a home away 
from home. Only weeks after his arrival in Switzerland, he was 
writing with some regularity in a journal entitled L’Avvenire del 
Lavoratore (The Worker’s Future); Mussolini claimed to a friend that 
he had been made co-editor of the paper along with a Lausanne 
lawyer, Tito Barboni (indeed the paper's editor and secretary of the 
Italian Socialist party in Switzerland)." Mussolini had not occupied 
the editor’s chair, but he proved a busy scribe, a natural journalist, 
contributing nine articles in less than six months of his initial resi- 
dence in Switzerland. 

In this regard, Mussolini’s emigration was that of an ‘intellectual’. 
In 1902 the institutions of Liberal Italy were notoriously under 
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challenge from many of the ‘best and the brightest’ of the new gener- 
ation, and remained so at least until national entry into the First World 
War in May 1915. At the turn of the century critical sociologists were 
noting that, in Italy, there were 0.74 lawyers per 1000 inhabitants as 
against 0.12 in well-administered and well-ordered Prussia.” In 1900 
27 of 32 socialist members of the Italian parliament called themselves 
professore,*} meaning that they had graduated in some course and had 
the right to teach in school. The pessimistic conservative Giustino 
Fortunato, who regularly despaired over how Italy might nationalise 
its masses, drew the obvious lesson from such detail, inveighing 
against ‘that new form of intellectual proletariat which is even more 
miserable and threatening than the economic proletariat, and from 
which the extremist political parties recruit many of their shrewdest, 
most active and most dubious elements’.4 Mussolini, of course, was 
scarcely a university-trained lawyer, but he claimed the right to be 
addressed as professore, boldly asserting the freedoms and duties of an 
intellectual, one who was shrewd, active and ready for ‘revolution’. 
His world was, in his own estimation, a wide-ranging one. Indeed, his 
initial article for L’Avvenire del Lavoratore contrasted bourgeois 
Europeans’ current dismay at the collapse of the campanile in Venice 
(actually, Mussolini wrote aggressively, the ancient monument was 
‘artistically of dubious taste’) with their tolerance of the massacre of 
Armenians in the Ottoman empire. Violent Kurds, he added with a 
characteristic hint of salaciousness, had even tied down Armenian 
women, committing ‘acts of unspeakable ferocity’ on them. When, he 
asked rhetorically, would civilization be able to assert itself against 
such wickedness? He knew the answer: ‘the disappearance of the 
tyranny which a single social class, the one with economic privilege, 
exercises over the other will signal the end of any fanaticism and racial 
hatred; then all men will be united in fraternal solidarity’. 

From the very first, then, ‘Prof. Mussolini’ was pleased to have an 
opinion on every issue. In the language of today, he claimed member- 
ship of the ‘chattering classes’, unabashed and determined that others 
recognised his presence. His actual education may have been narrow, 
but his effrontery knew no limit. Well before his twenty-first 
birthday, Mussolini, however callow he was in reality, aggressively 
willed himself to be an intellectual among the intellectuals — as one 
contemporary noted acutely, he treated ‘every other intellectual as an 
enemy or a competitor’. 

But what did such intellectuality mean?” One of the issues of 
debate about his period of emigration in Switzerland is whether or 
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not, in 1904, Mussolini attended the lectures of Vilfredo Pareto at 
Lausanne university. Pareto was important, as an intellectual of global 
fame and because his postulation that what he called ‘creative elites’, 
that is, men marked by their dynamism and will, were always destined 
to rule, was eventually declared an antecedent of Fascist ideology. 
Under the regime, the official line was that Mussolini had heard 
Pareto, though some have doubted this account, and he certainly did 
not sit any exams." Perhaps the student's attendance, attention span 
and comprehension level do not matter very much, except to under- 
line that the ex-school teacher was continuing to absorb the mental 
world which surrounded him, however unsure his knowledge of the 
detail of its ideas remained. 

Actually, Mussolini the intellectual exile and Mussolini the 
economic migrant jostle uneasily in any account of his life in 
Switzerland. Now was the period, to be remembered with advantage at 
appropriate moments thereafter, in which Mussolini sometimes slept 
on a park bench, or found precarious work as a builder’s labourer, or 
butcher’s or wine-seller’s boy (though often he was swiftly promoted 
to clerical work, and at least one contemporary noticed that this 
pseudo-worker’s hands remained soft and white)."? On occasion there 
might be hunger or trouble in finding where to wash — Mussolini 
recorded his anger at an early employer who complained that his 
worker was too well dressed.”? There were debts, not easily repaid, 
both to friends back in the Romagna and to new acquaintances. There 
was illness, very likely brought on by the loneliness of exile and the 
unfamiliarity of his new surrounds — now began rumours, which 
lasted beyond his death that Mussolini had somewhere contracted 
syphilis.” Anti-Fascists thereafter claimed that there was even 
thieving on occasion, it being alleged, probably falsely, that Mussolini 
stole a watch from a friend.”” There was a somewhat exotic love affair 
with a Polish medical student. By 1903 there was sex of a less romantic 
kind in Lausanne with a divorcee, but, as he explained to a male 
friend, merely ‘in order to satisfy the flesh and not the soul’. Finally, 
there was, from October to December 1903, a hurried trip home, after 
the news arrived that his mother Rosa was sick. The return visit 
became the opportunity to look up old friends (and to begin to learn 
that the stay-at-home world had moved with different rhythms from 
those of emigration).*4 Time with the family also offered the chance for 
Mussolini, when he again headed off, to take his brother Arnaldo, now 
18, on his emigrant quest.*> These were not unique choices. The twists 
and turns of this story, the switching between deprivation and hope, 
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the ties never quite renounced with family, home and paese uneasily 
meshing with the allure of a new world, made up an array of experi- 
ences not unfamiliar to other young male emigrants of the era. 

To be sure, none of these other emigrants became dictator of Italy 
and so, however sceptical it is necessary to be about his self-estimation 
and however self-interested was his hanging out with what have been 
called the ‘vagabonds of intellectualism’,?° Mussolini was beginning to 
develop a corpus of ideas and a pattern of actions. For this emigrant, 
socialism, at least verbally, lay at the centre of his being. When 
Mussolini returned to his mother’s bed-side, he explained with self- 
aggrandising drama to a school-friend: ‘By the end of November I'll 
pack my bags still another time and again head off into the unknown. 
The [socialist] movement has become a basic need for me. If I stop, I 
shall simply croak.’’7 Others, too, were beginning to acknowledge his 
significance. When the Rome liberal paper La Tribuna in April 1904 
carried a report of one of his conflicts with the police, he was 
described as the grande duce (major leader) of the local socialist 
group.*® What were the component parts of the young man’s socialism, 
that ideology which he pledged was his nurturing credo? 

The most strident and enduring feature of the youthful Mussolini's 
belief system was what was then called ‘maximalism’, a commitment 
to the act of revolution of the sort which, a generation before, Costa 
and Cipriani had favoured. Mussolini frequently expressed his scorn, 
by contrast, for the ‘reformist’ caution favoured by such moderates as 
Filippo Turati, co-founder of the Socialist party in 1892 and now a 
member of the Chamber of Deputies. Turati’s respectability and sense 
of responsibility did not appeal to the dynamic young revolutionary; 
for him, state authorities were natural enemies. 

It was no surprise to find that, among Mussolini’s experiences in 
Switzerland, were trouble with the police, ‘arrest, imprisonment, 
expulsion’ from one Canton to the next or, on one occasion, after 10 
days pent up in the cells, over the border to Como.” There he had 
promptly bought a train ticket back to Lugano and, though again 
summoned to explain himself by the forces of law and order, soon took 
secure refuge with the Barboni family and other socialist friends. Such 
escapades merely made his allegiance more definite. His first writings 
in L’Avvenire del Lavoratore had set out his line: ‘We have no simple 
formula. We only hope that the party returns to its primordial 
methods of struggle, and that it directs an implacable fighting spirit 
against the constituted order, without ever dirtying its hands... with 
political or financial deals.’3° Mussolini was an activist and, in his own 


61 


Mussolini 


mind, a purist one, who deservedly bore the names of Cipriani and the 
young Costa. In his poetry, he chanted solemn obituaries for fallen 
comrades, summoning vengeance against their persecutors." He was a 
Republican; in a paper called Il Proletario (The Proletarian), he 
ridiculed the ways of kings, urging their swift overthrow.» 
Parliament, too, he deemed a farcical organisation, which the virtuous 
must one day destroy. Those moderate socialists who were trying) to 
make it work in the proletarian interest were deluding themselves. 

Most of all Mussolini was an anti-clerical. By the end of the decade, 
he would write The Cardinal’s Mistress, a period bodice-ripper in 
which the Church was portrayed as a place of lust, hypocrisy and 
murder.#4 In 1910 these were scarcely fresh sentiments in his mind. His 
first Christmas away from home had stimulated a piece for L’Avvenire 
del lavoratore, in which the future friend or ally of the Catholic Church 
pondered the gap between the suffering of Christ and the selfishness 
and corruption of His agents on earth, people whom He would have 
‘cursed and beaten’, had He been given the chance.35 Some months 
later, Mussolini’s imagination grew more macabre as he moralised 
about the ‘horrors of the cloister’.3° By contrast, around Dovia, he 
reported with naive enthusiasm, socialist baptisms were taking off and 
very likely would soon replace the religious ceremony.37 

His orations were filled with similar themes and attitudes (he 
claimed to devote every Sunday to political speechifying).3* The stri- 
dent anti-clericalism, which he had inherited from his father, 
eventually sparked a public debate, held at the Maison du Peuple at 
Lausanne on 25 March 1904, between Mussolini and a Protestant 
pastor named Alfredo Taglialatela. In the first moments of his oration, 
Mussolini found cause to mention Bruno, Leibniz, Robespierre, Bacon, 
Galileo and a number of other Great Thinkers from the Past.39 
Intellectual precocity was not all, however; it was said that the future 
Duce clinched his argument by presumptuously standing on a table 
and counting down, for, it was claimed, 5 minutes,*° while challenging 
the Almighty to display Himself. God ignored the noisy and blas- 
pheming youth. 

The wiser socialists were already arguing that matters of religion 
were best left to the individual and the tradition of the mangiapreti 
(priest-eater) was becoming outmoded — Mussolini publicly depicted 
such moderation as time-serving and back-sliding, faring the worse in 
a confrontation with the older and more experienced Emile 
Vandervelde, a reformist who eventually became Foreign Minister of 
Belgium. Certainly the stridency with which the young socialist 
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assaulted the Church and the deity had a troubling side. Would a real 
intellectual think so crudely? Would a socialist with the welfare of the 
people at heart be so truculent about the treasured beliefs so many of 
them held? Did not anti-clericalism, with its conveniently invisible 
enemy (at least in so far as God was concerned), often cloak ambition, 
masking a superficial commitment to liberty and equality? These were 
the questions which underlay the wrangling among socialists about 
what should be the party line on the relationship between church and 
state, and between individuals and their religious preference. 

If anti-clericalism was one problem for socialist theoreticians, a still 
greater one involved the nation. Marxist dogma suggested that 
socialism was by definition internationalist, and maintained that its 
triumph would free the workers of the whole world. Yet, with every 
passing decade, the nation became more surely the modern political 
form, and national cultures were engrained in the peoples of Europe, 
if not with their mothers’ milk, then with that schooling which every 
state proffered as the obligatory entry gate to modernity. This was the 
era when peasants (and some workers, too) were ‘turning into 
Frenchmen’ ,“" Germans, and the rest. For the moment, socialists said 
that they worked against this tide, condemning jingoism, down- 
playing nationalist rivalry and even meeting in solemn assembly from 
time to time as an ‘International’. There they promised to blunt any 
bourgeois drive to war with a general strike; in a better future, 
workers must not kill other workers. However, not far beneath the 
surface of socialist thought and practice, the current of nationalism 
eddied and flowed. Before long, its power would sweep away the lead- 
ership of the German Social Democratic Party, the largest and most 
sophisticated in the world, whose parliamentary membership unani- 
mously voted war credits to the national (and Imperial) German 
government in early August 1914. How did the young Mussolini 
define his own posture on the question of the nation? 

The answer is, with some innocence, some self-interest and some 
inconsistency. In theory, as noted above, Mussolini was a fervent 
internationalist. Nevertheless, despite his Marxist orthodoxy and 
despite the fact that the processes of the nationalisation of the masses 
were feebler in Italy than in the countries to the north, a notion of 
Italian identity seeped into his words and actions. While a schoolboy, 
Mussolini had been excited for a whole month by the great national 
crisis occasioned when Prime Minister Crispi’s plans for Italian impe- 
rial grandeur were wrecked, after Ethiopians routed Italian forces at 
the battle of Adowa.” Rather than rallying to avenge the defeat as 
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other European states had done in other parts of Africa, the Italians 
thereupon withdrew in bedraggled humiliation from the local 
emperor, Menelik I's realm. 

In Switzerland, too, Mussolini had known the nation. A socialist he 
may have been, but his accustomed dealings were with those local 
socialists who, whether themselves Swiss or fellow exiles from Italy, 
spoke Italian. Language was such a basic matter: ‘I had studied 
French’ at school, he mused naively, ‘but I did not understand it [as 
spoken around him in Switzerland], given that my ears were not 
attuned to the sound of a foreign tongue.’ At least according to his 
own account, his oral French soon improved and, throughout his life, 
he read French often and with pleasure. Yet a foreign air lingered over 
non-Italian Switzerland and even stained those Swiss who did speak 
his language. Switzerland was a country naturally given to reformism; 
‘the Swiss, he complained, were too cosy in their lives to favour real 
revolution.44 They were not his natural bedfellows. 

In his uneasiness as an emigrant among the Italian Swiss, Mussolini 
sought solace as an intellectual exile. Switzerland was after all the 
home to many such people, Lenin among them, who had fled from the 
police in their own countries, and who, in relatively liberal surround- 
ings, could now concentrate on planning revolutions as well as on 
winning out in the endemic factional disputes, recurrent in expatriate 
intellectual life. Using the spare time in his trip back to his mother’s 
bedside to translate a piece by the Russian anarchist prince PA. 
Kropotkin, Mussolini advanced his case to be granted a presence 
among the exiled dissidents.45 Once back in Switzerland, Mussolini, 
with growing aplomb, began to move in the circles of the maximalist 
Italian socialist Giacinto Menotti Serrati, and his Russian exile friend 
Angelica Balabanoff, a sprig of the southern Russian nobility. 

Mussolini worked with the latter — even if she eventually 
denounced his treachery to the socialist cause,4° and bitterly labelled 
him ‘a Hireling, a Judas anda... Cain’4” — on another translation, this 
time ambitiously of a German work by leading Marxist theoretician, 
Karl Kautsky.** Balabanoff also took time to train Mussolini in basic 
philosophy through a sort of stimulus and response, rote-learning 
method. When she provided the name Fichte, he would reply ‘thesis, 
antithesis, synthesis’; Balabanoff: ‘Hegel’: Mussolini: ‘being, non- 
being, becoming’; Balabanoff: ‘Marx’: Mussolini: ‘need, work, class 
struggle’.49 His instructress later remarked of him, with a certain 
malice and with considerable acuity: ‘He thought of himself as an 
“intellectual”, a leader, and the contrast between this conception of 
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himself and the humilities of his daily life had induced in him an exag- 
gerated self-pity and sense of personal injustice’ .5° 

Now Mussolini started reading about syndicalism, a variant of 
socialism which flourished in Italy in the decade before the outbreak 
of the First World War. He scanned the works of Georges Sorel, the 
alienated French bureaucrat who had made himself the renowned 
theoretician of these ideas, as well as of the power of ‘myth’, and so of 
the view that the masses could be as easily moved to violent action by 
a strategic use of words as by the reality of their own suffering.* 
Mussolini's mind was still too malleable; his ambition to rise somehow 
and somewhere, both culturally and socially, was too naked for him to 
be reliably placed as an acolyte of this school or that. None the less, his 
last year in Switzerland added syndicalism to the phrases which 
would thereafter trace a path in his mind and, on appropriate stim- 
ulus, he could regurgitate them with a will. 

Suddenly, in the last months of 1904, his Swiss experience came to 
an end. Leaving Arnaldo to fend for himself in Berne, Mussolini again 
returned home. The reason is still a little unclear. His mother’s health 
had not improved, and no doubt filial love (Rosa had continued to 
send generous subsidies to her emigrant eldest son) gave some impulse 
to his decision. The other explanation was more political. With his re- 
entry assisted by an amnesty for draft-dodgers, Mussolini had decided 
to accept his conscription into the Italian army. In the past, he had 
talked about emigration to more distant climes to avoid being called up 
and, in March 1904, he had ignored the summons of the Italian state to 
Bologna, where he had been condemned in absentia by a military court 
for evading his national duty.>* Now, with seeming ease, he sloughed 
off his anti-patriotism and anti-militarism, serving his turn as a 
bersagliere, and so being inscribed into an elite corps in the Italian 
army, with good discipline and even with pleasure. 

Again his actions should not be read as too surprising. The Army 
did have an appeal to its conscripts, perhaps as the ‘school of the 
nation’ and certainly as an institution which reinforced male values 
(and legitimised that violence which was rarely distant from the 
poorer, and wealthier, sections of Italian society). Whatever his 
reasons may have been, Mussolini remained under the colours for just 
short of two years, although, early in his service, he was generously 
granted two months leave, a furlough which enabled him to reach his 
mother’s deathbed.*3 He had been summoned back by a letter from 
Temistocle Zoli, warning him that Rosa had contracted meningitis; her 
final agony lasted less than a week.%4 Allegedly, Benito knelt, 
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beseeching forgiveness for his waywardness and blessing for his 
future. His mother was unable to speak but recognised him through 
his unusual head-gear, a piece of apparel which she hugged ‘many 
times’. At her death, Mussolini, it was said, felt utterly lost, 
remarking sadly: ‘the only living being whom I had really loved and 
who had been near to me had been torn from me’.5° He tried hard to be 
stoic, however: ‘In this hour of pain I bend before the ineluctable law 
which dominates human life. I would like to find comfort in such 
fatalism, but the most consoling philosophical doctrines are not 
enough to fill the emptiness, left by the irreparable loss of a loved 
being’.5’? More gushingly, Rosa’s Fascist biographer declaimed about 
the sacrifice of her death amounting to a Pact whereby the Mother 
consigned her Son to Italy, while remaining for all her children ‘the 
most beautiful vision of their past; and a vision which lives on in an 
eternal present’ .5® 

It was said that, before his return from Switzerland, Rosa had 
written urging her son to settle down. And, for a time, his radicalism 
did seem to diminish. A week after his mother’s death he wrote to his 
commanding officer expressing his proper patriotic desire to assist as 
a soldier in preparing the nation against possible invasion by “barbar- 
ians from the north’.5? When, in September 1906, his term of military 
service was over, he resumed work as a teacher. In November 1907 he 
upgraded his qualifications to teach French at secondary level by 
passing a test set by the University of Bologna, even though, a rebel 
still, he allegedly provoked consternation among his professors, by 
entering the exam room smoking and with a louche air.®° In other 
ways, his life at last seemed less feckless. Preparing himself to be head 
of the family, he welcomed the marriage of his sister, Edvige, to a small 
shopkeeper from the nearby centre of Premilcuore.*' He evinced more 
interest than in the past about the financial return being gained from 
the family land-holding. In some eyes, he was even doing well as a 
teacher. When, in July 1908 he left his position at Oneglia in Liguria, 
he was farewelled with a public banquet.” 

Mussolini was not quite a man of respect, however; the vie de 
boheme was hard to renounce. His sex life remained disordered and, 
when he went off to teach at Tolmezzo near Italy’s northern border, 
there was rumour of a soon deceased illegitimate son.®} For the only 
time in his life, Mussolini drank to excess (as his enemies recalled).% 
He continued to be a socialist (and anti-clerical) activist, although, 
briefly, the number of his publications declined. His fondness for 
speechifying did not. The local paper at Udine, for example, was soon 
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describing the deeds of the ebullient revolutionary maestro 
‘Bussolini’. This socialist extremist had improvised a clangorous 
harangue, lasting for 45 minutes, about the martyred heretic Giordano 
Bruno. The speech was so inspirational that, at its end, the comrades 
sang the workers’ anthem and finished their demonstration outside 
the local priests’ home by shouting their admiration for Bruno and 
their undying support for contemporary French anti-clericals.® 

At Oneglia, Mussolini had an extra reason to revive his political 
career. The school where he worked was a private, Catholic, one. 
However, he resided in the town with two of the brothers of G.M. 
Serrati; Lucio Serrati edited the local socialist weekly, La Lima, and, in 
its pages, Mussolini was soon once more publishing on a wide range of 
topics. He could still be a naive provincial, mourning, for example, 
Edmondo De Amicis, author of the patriotic manual, Cuore, which he 
recalled had been the favourite book of his youth (as it was meant to 
be for all good Italians).°° His more accustomed politics, however, were 
crudely revealed in an article he published at Easter (it cannot have 
much appealed to his employers), condemning Christian festivals as 
matters which left real workers utterly indifferent. Only ‘idiots’, he 
added, believed Bible stories.” Characteristically, he was also quick to 
defend ‘intellectuals’ — they were not the ones who brought trouble to 
socialism; the problem lay instead with ‘those who proclaim them- 
selves socialists without really knowing why’.® But his most 
ambitious article for La Lima was a lengthy review of Marx on the 
twenty-fifth anniversary of his death. Here Mussolini celebrated the 
father of socialism as an activist, as one who was simultaneously 
‘scientific’ and realistic. Marx, he wrote with fervour, had demon- 
strated conclusively that ‘a class will never give up its privileges 
unless it is forced to do so’. He had proven without doubt that ‘the 
final struggle will be violent and “catastrophic”’ because the capital- 
ists would certainly not surrender without a bitter fight.” 

The message which Mussolini read to himself from such lines was 
that teaching was a less enticing career than was politics. At Oneglia, 
his contract was short-lived, as it had been at Tolmezzo, and again he 
began to think of something better to do. Like many another young 
man on the make, he remembered his possible patrons, very politely 
consulting G.M. Serrati about whether he might be thought suitable to 
edit a paper at Mantova and, if so, begging Serrati to advance his 
case.7° In this application he was not successful. Again he was driven 
back home, there to tell readers of La Lima about the revolutionary 
spirit which, in his surmise, coursed through the Romagna.” A strike, 
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some strident orations and a quarrel brought arrest, imprisonment and 
release on appeal.” In the aftermath of these events, and now living in 
Alessandro’s household outside. Forli, Mussolini turned back to 
culture, writing an exposition of the poetry of Klopstock in the syndi- 
calist journal, Pagine libere, and a defence of Nietzsche for the regional 
cultural magazine, I/ Pensiero Romagnolo. In this last piece he 
concluded that Nietzsche was indeed a positive intellectual force; his 
works resounded with a ‘hymn to life’. With an apparent contradic- 
tion which he shared with such other nationalisers of the people as 
Frenchman Charles Maurras, he used the pages of I] Pensiero 
Romagnolo to celebrate local dialect poetry; it displayed ‘our people’, 
he explained, and made manifest ‘our ethnic and spiritual profile’ .7”4 

By the time that his readers were digesting this particular idea, 
Mussolini, now aged 25, had found his best job so far. His patrons, 
Serrati and Balabanoff, had recommended him as secretary of the 
socialist organisation in the Austrian-ruled Trentino and editor of the 
local party paper. On 22 January 1909 readers of L’Avvenire del 
Lavoratore were told to welcome the new comrade: ‘Benito Mussolini, 
besides being a proven fighter, is a fervent propagandist, versed espe- 
cially in the subject of anti-clericalism. He is a cultured young man, 
and to the great advantage of our movement, he has a thorough knowl- 
edge of the German language.’”> His most scholarly Italian biographer 
is more curt: ‘Psychologically Mussolini went to Trento, as he had to 
other jobs, out of a spirit of adventure and a sense of novelty, and also 
simply to make ends meet’.7° 

Mussolini’s own first account of his life in Trent, once city of the 
Counter Reformation and now a town of 30 000 people, was mixed in 
its tone. His work, he said, was not demanding. He had to give lots of 
speeches, but frequently in beer-halls, not venues he liked, given that 
he had renounced his earlier fondness for alcohol (and, indeed, 
according to a malicious friend, had turned into something of a 
hypochondriac).”” In the town, three journals competed — a socialist 
paper, a Catholic one and the nationalist IJ Popolo, organ of the later 
‘martyr of the Italian nation in war’, Cesare Battisti. Mostly the papers 
used their space to insult each other, Mussolini noted deprecatingly, 
though he himself did not rule out the possibility of working for 
Battisti (and was soon writing for I] Popolo and for Battisti’s weekly, 
Vita trentina). The local socialists, he added, mistrusted his fervour 
and were not taking to his personality. To fill in time, he was 
composing short stories ‘in the manner of Poe’.7® He had also put up 
advertisements round town for himself as a private teacher of French, 
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guaranteeing ‘a swift and sure method’. Life, though, had its advan- 
tages. One was that the police were less interfering than in Italy. 
Moreover, he could always spend time in the town library (open from 
9 a.m. to 10 p.m., and subscribing to forty dailies and eighty journals 
in the four main European languages), a place much better than Forli, 
ignorant ‘town of sellers of pigs and lucerne’ .79 

Trent, or Trento to use the Italian name, was, after all, the biggest 
centre in which Mussolini had lived. It was also the one most 
conscious of possessing a culture and a history, destined after 1918 to 
be the capital of the South Tyrol (or Alto Adige as Italians patriots 
demanded it be called). Here was a place that mattered in a way that 
Predappio, Oneglia or Tolmezzo, and even Forli, did not. Despite 
standing on the perimeter of Austrian events, the significance of the 
city was enhanced by contemporary politics. The Habsburg empire of 
Austria-Hungary was a crucible of belle époque European ideas. The 
leading adherents of ‘Austro-socialism’, such men as Otto Bauer and 
Karl Renner, sought a proper line on the great dilemma of how 
Marxists might relate to the modern state and nation. In the wider 
intellectual world, figures such as Klimt, Schonberg and Freud 
allowed the Austrian capital Vienna to challenge Paris as the cultural 
epicentre of Europe.*° With his populist and manipulative Anti- 
Semitism, Karl Lueger, the mayor of Vienna, was pioneering another 
sort of modernity and winning the admiration of Adolf Hitler (born 
1889), who, in 1909, was at the nadir of his fortunes as a failed artist.” 
Hitler and Mussolini did not yet know of each other’s existence. Had 
they done so, there is little doubt that each would have then despised 
the culture, personality and politics of his later ally. 

Although the debates of Vienna grew attenuated by the time they 
reached provincial Trento, the city embodied a dilemma central to the 
issue of state formation. Somewhere in the South Tyrol lay the border 
between the Italian and German speaking worlds, that is, where the 
dialect of one peasant household had a Germanic base and that of the 
next some Latinate structure. How, then, should this linguistic border 
be treated politically? Should it, for example, coincide with state 
borders? Italian ‘irredentists’ (those who wanted to ‘win back’ the 
terre irredente or unredeemed Italian lands) had marked out Trento’s 
significance in 1896 by erecting there a statue to Dante Alighieri, icon 
of what was called the new, ‘Third’, Italy. Even the most self- 
consciously respectable of bourgeois Italians hoped for gain through 
what they proclaimed to be ‘the genius and commitment of their great 
and inspiring Duce’, Dante.* If this ‘ethnic’ nationalist thesis was 
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accepted, what did it mean for the survival of the entire multinational 
Habsburg empire? What, too, did it imply about the fact that Italy and 
Austria-Hungary were presently joined in the Triple Alliance? How 
might the national issue be reconciled with other political ideals, the 
socialist obviously enough, and also the Catholic, since Austria was a 
place where modern ‘Christian Democracy’ or ‘Christian Socialism’ 
was beginning to flower, and where Italy’s future post-Second World 
War Christian Democrat Prime Minister, Alcide De Gasperi, was 
commencing a political career and earning Mussolini's ire for his cler- 
icalism?® Mussolini only stayed 8 months in Trento but, in that 
period, he both watched and, with his brazen willingness to express a 
view about anything, participated in the manifold debates which 
disturbed the city’s natural sleepiness. 

Over the months which followed, Mussolini dashed off a series of 
articles on this matter or that, the only real problem for a later analyst 
being to reconcile what he had to say on various occasions. He did not 
forget to be an anti-clerical, taking his predilection for blasphemy 
further than usual when he wrote, with strident cynicism, that ‘it was 
a good bet that many Catholics and quite a lot of priests prefer a good 
beefsteak to the body of Christ’.*4 Forgetful of his own military 
service, he now resumed his stance as a convinced critic of militarism, 
‘that monstrous octopus whose thousand slimy tentacles ceaselessly 
suck out the blood and best energies of the people’.*s 

He preached socialism. As he explained in a first editorial in 
L’Avvenire del Lavoratore, in phrases which, for all his denials of reli- 
gion, were indebted to the sermons he had once heard with his 
mother: 


Socialism means the elevation and purification of the individual 
conscience, and its achievement will be the result of a long series of 
efforts. Everyone, indeed, from the professional man to the worker, can 
bring a stone to the edifice, doing a socialist deed every day, and so 
prepare for the overthrow of existing society.*® 


Actually being a socialist was rather more difficult than was here 
implied, since factional conflict and schism continued to beset the 
movement. Once, Mussolini had said that he was a syndicalist, but, in 
1907, such supporters of that ideal as Sergio Panunzio and A.O. 
Olivetti had renounced the mainstream of the Italian socialist party.*” 
Now Mussolini decided that he was not a syndicalist, while half 
fearing and half hoping that syndicalism might prove the way of the 
future.** After all, he explained, Georges Sorel, though difficult to 
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read, was a major philosopher. Unravelling his logic, Mussolini noted 
disarmingly, was comparable to the trouble it took to find the melodic 
theme in a musical composition by Wagner. The task was none the less 
worth the persevering.*? Roberto Michels, another commentator on 
the role of elites in moving history, was also to be appreciated.°° Of 
course Mussolini treasured Marx; but the father of socialism had an 
equal, Charles Darwin; each preached ‘struggle against tradition, 
authority, dogma’.* In any case, perhaps there was more than one 
Marx with whom to conjure. The most attractive one was, he declared, 
the young Marx; he who was ‘above all a man of action’; he who 
preached that ‘presently one should not just study the world but 
rather change it’. 

If marking out the proper socialist line had its pitfalls, another 
matter which could not be ignored in Trento was national difference. 
On that topic, too, Mussolini’s mind flitted from one position to the 
next. When feeling pious in his socialism, he remembered that 
Marxists were internationalists, committed to saving the workers of 
the globe. Patriotism was ‘a fetish’, manipulated by the bourgeoisie. 
The true proletariat, he told the audience at one of his speeches, was 
‘anti-patriotic by definition and basic need’. It was hard, however, to 
keep such purity unsullied. When the Germanic comrades had to deal 
with Italians they were not always polite; German socialists were 
evidently contaminated by nationalism, he wrote, and Germans as a 
whole underestimated the contribution of Italian emigrants to the 
working world of Central Europe.% A quasi nationalist or racist rejec- 
tion of German nationalism and racism remained the central issue,% 
but other, similarly ambiguous, generalisations slipped easily into his 
prose. ‘Slavs’, in their ‘civilization and soul’, were given to ‘tragedy’ 308 
Italians, too, were ‘sceptical’ and ‘fatalist’, like ‘other peoples of the 
south’.”7 None the less, they had a potentially positive side. When 
French aviator Louis Blériot flew the English Channel, to Mussolini's 
eyes the event signalled a triumph of ‘Latin genius and courage’, as 
well as providing evidence of the infinite potential of scientific 
modern man, that blessed being who was rejecting fratricidal struggle 
in order to win a final victory over ‘nature, life and the universe’.°* 

The other great theme of Mussolini's writings, and also a compli- 
cating factor in his socialism, was his continuing weakness for 
intellectuals, and his uneasy desire to cut a figure in their world. As 
well as maintaining his connection with Battisti, Mussolini exchanged 
correspondence with Giuseppe Prezzolini, editor of the journal La 
Voce. Prezzolini, a Prefect’s son, came from a class and a cultural base 
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well above Mussolini's, even if ultimately he was a journalist whose 
politics never found a secure ideological purpose; not for nothing 
would he record his life under the title, ‘The Useless Italian’.% In 1909 
La Voce enjoyed great prestige among those dissident young who, as 
Mussolini put it, viewed Italian Prime Minister Giolitti and his liber- 
alism as ‘irredeemably mediocre’, an ‘anachronism’ and _ national 
‘shame’ ."°° Mussolini took out a subscription to the paper and, in 
demonstration of his new bond, publicly urged others in Trento to do 
the same. Prezzolini, he proclaimed, was an intellectual with ‘courage’, 
a quality lacking in most of his contemporaries." 

Mussolini's correspondence with La Voce’s editor was studied in its 
deference. An appropriate start was to regret that Trento’s ‘intellectual 
life’ was ‘wretchedly discomforting’. When more serious commentary 
became possible, he tried to explain the intricacies of local politics to 
his potential patron: the ‘Italians’ of the Trentino no doubt liked the 
idea of some autonomy but they scarcely favoured annexation to Italy, 
he admitted with honesty and acumen. Trieste, too, was neither 
‘absolutely Italian’, nor destined ever to be ‘completely Slav’.‘ 
Nonetheless, what he most admired about La Voce, he eventually 
explained, was Prezzolini’s quest to ‘make Italy known to Italians’ .'3 
‘To create an “Italian” soul’, he told Prezzolini admiringly, ‘is a superb 
mission.’14 

After all, Mussolini added in more detail in his own paper, it was 
clear that socialists, too, did not easily ‘abandon their language and 
culture, the traditions into which they were born and to which they 
belonged’. They only foreswore ‘the bourgeois patria’. ‘In loving their 
own nationality, it is not mandatory for them to hate the others. 
[Rather] harmonic development and the brotherhood of all nations — 
this is the socialist ideal’ .1°5 

For some analysts, such comments signify that, by 1909, Mussolini 
had transmogrified into a national socialist. But it is a mistake to read 
his views too literally and to regard his course as determined. In corre- 
sponding with Prezzolini, he was approaching an acknowledged 
superior and was palpably endeavouring to be ingratiating as well as 
respectful and interesting. What his words really conveyed was his 
thrusting desire to go beyond Trento to some more exciting and 
important spot: perhaps Florence, perhaps Milan, perhaps Rome. In 
this poorly cloaked ambition, Mussolini did not confine his world to 
Italy. Indeed, for him, when imagining a glorious future, the best 
destination was still Paris, a city, which, he wrote in characteristics 
phrases in one of his last pieces in L’Avvenire del Lavoratore, was ‘an 
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immense crucible of passions, hatreds and loves’, a metropolis where 
‘in a relatively small arena world-determining battles are fought out. 
[There] men multiply their energies a hundred fold in the struggle; 
[there] they are great in their sacrifice, abject in their vice’. This was 
the city which contained within itself the ‘universe’.%° In ways not 
unknown to other contemporary Italian intellectuals — the Futurist 
Filippo Tommaso Marinetti launched the manifesto of his movement, 
sometimes deemed nationalist, in Le Figaro in 1909’ — Mussolini's 
greatest ambition was to be lionised as a ‘real intellectual’ in Paris. 

The track to that summit was not, however, becoming easier to plot. 
Again a term of employment was to prove short-lived. For all his 
earlier confident remarks about the relative decency or inactivity of 
the Habsburg police, the behaviour of the notorious ‘subversive’ 
Mussolini had actually been watched from the moment of his arrival in 
Trento. By the summer of 1909 the authorities had decided to expel 
him; their search for an excuse became more eager when a visit by 
Emperor Franz Joseph to nearby Innsbruck prompted a full alert. On 
29 August a mysterious theft was blamed on Mussolini, despite a lack 
of evidence that he was involved. His abode was searched, his writings 
seized. He himself was arrested yet again, carried off to gaol at 
Rovereto, with an expulsion order hanging over him. On 24 
September he was tried but, to the disgust of the police, acquitted. 
Still in close confinement, Mussolini went briefly on a hunger strike, 
but, two days later, Austrian officialdom resolved matters by putting 
him over the frontier. He carried back to his father’s restaurant at Forli 
little more than a momentary fame fostered by the ham-fisted nature of 
his expulsion.*® The matter was still an object of protest from socialist 
members of parliament in Rome in March 1910.9 

For Mussolini, however, the prospects seemed grim. Here he was, 
again unemployed, again back among the pig-sellers of Forli, remote 
from the ‘European’ intellectual and political world of Trento, and 
with a decidedly cloudy future. Six weeks after his return he was 
contemplating another, more distant, emigration. ‘Iam tired of being 
in Italy’, he wrote to a friend whom he thought might accompany him, 
‘tired of being in the world (I mean the old world, not [he added 
pompously] the lacrimarum valle). | want to go off into the new. Will 
you follow me if, as I hope, I make my fortune?’"° A contemporary 
recalled a young man who seemed older than his years, unkempt in his 
appearance, given to sporting a flapping black tie and a tattered ‘three 
day beard’, prematurely bald so that his shiny head contrasted 
strangely with his black chin. His detractors pointed out that his habit 
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of rolling his burning eyes made him resemble the conventional 
picture of an anarchist avenger of social injustice.™ 

Perhaps this artfully contructed image added to his sex appeal. 
Certainly Mussolini now found a woman who would share his life. In 
one of his ample articles for L’Avvenire del Lavoratore, Mussolini had 
expatiated on love, warning against its over sentimentalisation and 
preaching the need for ‘a new law, a new morality, a new religion’, 
which might overthrow the tyrannies of bourgeois and Catholic 
respectability.* Mussolini’s own sexual habits remained Bohemian, or 
‘Latin’, throughout his life - one commentator reckoned he slept with 
more than 4oo women."3 Undoubtedly, there were mistresses, persis- 
tent or fleeting, and a number of illegitimate children. There was also 
the durable relationship with Rachele Guidi, which was in time 
formalised by marriage, blessed first by the state and eventually by 
the church, and five legitimate children. Guidi, still short of her twen- 
tieth birthday, on 1 September 1910 was delivered of Mussolini's elder 
daughter, Edda; Rachele was, Mussolini wrote the next year, la mia 
compagna (my female comrade). 

Though legends about their relationship abound, the couple first 
met in Rosa’s school room, when Mussolini was standing in for his 
mother. The schoolgirl Rachele, like many another, was struck by the 
new young teacher's ‘eyes like fire’.°5 For his part, Benito Mussolini 
may have been attracted by the pupil’s blue eyes and blonde hair, 
ignoring both her squarish physique and her decidedly modest intel- 
lectuality. Some 7 years younger than the Duce, whom for a long time 
she would address as Lei, using the formal third person appropriate to 
superiors, rather than the intimate tu form,"® Rachele came from a 
background poorer than the Mussolinis’ and nearer the peasantry. 
Indeed, in many ways, the most surprising thing about their relation- 
ship is that the ambitious Mussolini did not cast her off for a social 
superior, with whom a personal tie could have brought advantage in 
wealth, status and connection. As the wife of the dictator, Rachele was 
not always presentable, or anxious to be presented. But she continued 
to live with Benito in the somewhat sporadic way that politicians’ 
spouses often do. Unlike Hitler and perhaps Stalin, not to mention 
many other political leaders, Mussolini had a ‘normal’ ‘home’ life, or at 
least one whose character was shared by millions of his contempo- 
raries and, in his own way, he never ceased to cherish Rachele and to 
see her as a link to the ‘real world’ of the ‘people’. 

Benito and Rachele began cohabiting in early 1910; she must have 
fallen pregnant at much the same time. Some months before, Mussolini 
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had made her his ‘intended’, writing properly that he was worried 
about her moral status while she resided with his father and her 
mother at the Bersagliere inn."’ Mediterranean issues of ‘honour and 
shame’ long played a part in the Mussolini household. Late in 1909 to 
avoid the perils of life with the ageing Alessandro, Rachele moved to a 
married sister’s home. When Mussolini finally came to fetch her to join 
him in what would be their tiny flat in Forli, they walked for kilome- 
tres in the rain, because, in Rachele’s post-1945 memory, she had not 
yet comprehended the meaning and purpose of an umbrella. In her 
mind such contraptions were part of the lifestyle of the flamboyant 
and spendthrift bourgeoisie and not of people like the Guidis.™* 

Their life was humble — Rachele never forgot her dismay at her 
companion’s habit of wasting money on books.”? But Mussolini had a 
job, which again offered the prospect of what Italians are accustomed 
to call sistemazione (a place in life). On 9 January 1910 he had 
commenced work as editor of the four-page socialist weekly news 
sheet of Forli, a task which he combined with the secretaryship of the 
local branch of the Socialist Party.”° The paper was called, with 
Marxist virtue, La Lotta di Classe (The Class Struggle). In accepting 
this post as administrative and cultural leader of Forlivese socialism, 
Mussolini had come home. Given his talent and enterprise, a future 
was beckoning in which he would turn into a Forli notable, a local 
intellectual certainly, perhaps a potential member of parliament 
(throughout the history of Liberal Italy, many politicians had 
commenced their rise that way), and very probably a man of influence. 
His commitment to revolution and socialism might stand in the way of 
these prospects, but other youthful ideologues had ‘transformed’ 
themselves as they grew older. In early 1910 there seemed quite a 
chance that Mussolini would soon be smiling at the way he had once 
so deliberately styled himself a revolutionary. Instead he might soon 
acquire a paunch, a frock coat and an admiring and importunate set of 
clients. As he himself argued in his premature account of his brilliant 
career, he was after all qualified. Since leaving Forlimpopoli, he had 
imbibed a ‘culture’, gained a ‘knowledge of the world’ and mastered a 
set of ‘modern languages’; he had become a man of the world in many 
senses. Only one matter stood in the way of that resolution of the 
Mussolini story: ‘I am a restless person, with a wicked temperament’, 
he wrote of himself." Forli would not be enough to satisfy him. 
Benito Mussolini would want to go further, faster, higher than was 
possible in the sleepy provinces. 
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NDER the Fascist regime, Mussolini declared on occasion that he 
was a ‘child of the last peasant civilization’.t This boast was 
scarcely true (though it may have made sense if redirected to Rachele 
and her family).? Certainly, in January 1910 the last thing that 
Mussolini was thinking of embodying was an organic relationship 
with the land. Back in Forli his interest lay rather in making a splash 
intellectually and so promoting his revolutionary ideals and himself. 
There was no need particularly to separate these matters, and histo- 
rians who try to do so are often guilty of anachronism, and thus of 
manufacturing a coherent Fascist chief (if there ever was such a 
person) well before the event. In 1910 Mussolini's imagined itinerary 
through life remained eclectic. Before assuming the editorship of La 
Lotta di Classe, he had, for example, been an unsuccessful applicant 
for a job at I/ Resto del Carlino, the celebrated but liberal conservative 
Bologna daily? and a paper he was soon cheerfully denouncing as a 
‘factory of lies’.4 Had he been taken on there, he may well have found 
reason to moderate his socialism. But in Forli it was easy to identify 
with revolution; in a setting like that, it was hard to see an alternative 
for an aspiring young man of his class and educational background. 
Benito Mussolini, editor of La Lotta di Classe and therefore chief 
socialist of Forli, was not yet 27, and was almost bursting with energy 
— political, intellectual and sexual. Contemporaries recalled the way in 
which he liked to go to bed at 3 or 4a.m., but was always back in the 
town piazza by 8 a.m., eagerly awaiting the arrival of the newspapers 
from the greater world outside the town walls. Editing a four-page 
journal, indeed writing it, since he was La Lotta di Classe’s only 
serious correspondent, and managing the local socialist branch, 
scarcely constituted a full time job for a man like him. Mussolini spent 
much of his day leaning up against the kiosk of the Fratelli Damerini, 
esteemed purveyors of papers and of ‘all the fresh books which came 
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out on art, science, economics and philosophy’. Whenever such a new 
work was exposed to the public, Mussolini at once devoured it.5 In the 
evening, at 11 p.m., he would ostentatiously take his place at the local 
coffee shop and commence scribbling his articles for the next edition 
of La Lotta di Classe, all the while gaining fame for the sarcastic retorts 
which he would throw off about the misdeeds of others.° Mussolini, 
people were beginning to notice, was a man with staring eyes which, 
if you submitted to his truculent and commanding gaze, could place 
you in his thrall; his thick lips also expressed a certainty and a domi- 
nance, or so his admirers said. All in all, they agreed, he was 
characterised by ‘an extraordinary masculinity’. Soon it would be 
concluded that Mussolini radiated power, and even now it was clear 
that he exuded a ‘special sense of urgency’, was possessed of ‘a 
phenomenal elasticity of judgement’, and was a ‘journalist born and 
bred’.?7 By some accounts he was a Duce in the making,® though such 
hyberbole might be countered with the equal likelihood at that time 
that he was just another ambitious provincial, with his destiny as yet 
uncertain. 

At first, after his return from the Trentino, he was only a peripheral 
figure in the world both of Romagnole socialism? and of Romagnole 
politics. In Forli the republican movement was at least as strong as the 
socialist one (and Mussolini was soon acknowledging the influence of 
a politician whom he saluted as ‘the Duce of local republicans’).'° In 
these circumstances of relative anonymity and weakness, Mussolini's 
task was to campaign on all possible fronts, against the bourgeoisie 
and the established order, of course, but also against the republicans 
and, as well, against anyone in the socialist movement who doubted 
his ideals and methods. Anti-clericalism might still prove a theme 
worth pursuing. Modestly signing himself ‘A Real Heretic’, Mussolini 
was soon telling his readers about the deplorable case of the free- 
thinker, Francisco Ferrer, executed some months before in Spain, 
where, Mussolini claimed, the Inquisition still reigned unchecked." In 
February 1910 he could also exult in legal victory when a case hanging 
over against him from the previous December was dismissed. For the 
present unemployed, he had organised a riotous counter-demonstra- 
tion in a local church after it was announced that the crusading priest, 
Agostino Gemelli, was intending to preach to the faithful on the extra- 
scientific virtue of cures at Lourdes.” 

But anti-clericalism was falling out of fashion and even Mussolini 
began to recognise the fact. His editorials would have to fix on other 
matters. A socialist leader, for example, had the task of recording 


77 


Mussolini 


party history and so it was mandatory to write a mournful obituary of 
Andrea Costa. A few months later he further demonstrated his pedi- 
gree by doing the same for his own father — romantic rumour spread 
that he had sworn an eternal allegiance to socialism on his father’s 
grave." Yet the job had its irritations, too. In a typical piece composed 
less than a month after taking on his editorship, Mussolini wrote 
scathingly of the general cultural level at Forli and especially that/to 
be found within socialist branches. There, on entering the room, a 
man could expect to see comrades playing briscola (a card game), and 
doing so badly, beneath an obligatory, and presumably frowning, 
portrait of Karl Marx. The town could not boast one decent bookshop, 
Mussolini complained despite his patronage of Damerini’s; presently 
one had to ferret out books promiscuously displayed between post- 
cards and perfumes. What was the point of books in Forli anyway, 
Mussolini mused bitterly? How could they be discussed rigorously? 
The locals failed to read serious journals; only four subscriptions 
could be tallied for La Voce and none at all for the syndicalists’ Pagine 
libere. His town was a place where ‘the people corrupt their brains 
with pubs, dances, brothels and sport’. ‘At Forli’, Mussolini concluded 
tartly, ‘intellectual interests always come last’. The Mussolini who 
tried to scintillate each afternoon in the piazza was plainly discon- 
tented. How could he hit upon a path to greater satisfaction? 

To rise was the answer, to redouble his revolutionary rhetoric, to 
become known not just in Forli but throughout the region, and even 
beyond. A Romagnole background might help a man move past the 
Romagna. On his first speaking appearance as a delegate to the 
national Party congress in Milan, Mussolini took pains to introduce 
himself, in what he hoped was a telling fashion, as the messenger of 
the ‘absolute intransigence’ of his part of the country. Romagnole 
spirit meant that here was a young man ready to say openly that ‘the 
Italian parliament is profoundly and irredeemably corrupt’.”” Here, 
too, was a spartan spirit not afraid to berate reformists wherever they 
might be found. He would speak up aggressively when one of their 
leaders, Leonida Bissolati, controversially agreed, in March 1911, to 
meet King Victor Emmanuel at the Quirinale, the royal palace in Rome, 
and give advice on who might serve in the next government.* In addi- 
tion, Mussolini was ruthless in his attacks on the gentlemen of his 
party, the lawyers for example, men who, like army officers and 
priests, were, Mussolini wrote evocatively, ‘the locusts who fling 
themselves on the body of a young nation and sap its best energies’; 
‘lawyers, and priests too’, he added, could never be trusted, since they 
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‘had to lie in order to live’. Real socialists they could never be.” 
Similarly, Freemasons were not good comrades, and their ubiquity in 
Milan made nearby Ravenna a better potential site for a socialist 
congress.*° The only crisis to be located in contemporary socialism, he 
urged, lay among its supporters not in its ideas — he was destined 
many times to return to this theme of human inadequacy. Real socialist 
men could see at once that the struggle between bourgeoisie and 
proletariat was indeed visceral and needed forthwith to be carried to 
its highest expression — ‘total revolution’ .” 

It was the way of the world that, despite his contempt for local life, 
Mussolini could not avoid the humdrum. His paper, for example, 
published an effusive report (Mussolini very likely himself wrote it) of 
a visit which he made in May 1910 to Predappio, by invitation no 
doubt, but also to shore up his domestic base. He spoke there at 
considerable length on the theme of ‘The socialist and labour move- 
ment’. It was a great day. Mussolini’s genius had shone through and 
Predappio could be proud of him. A ‘huge’ audience had assembled, 
‘composed of both sexes and of all grades of society’. It was not disap- 
pointed. The orator, ‘whose name is so dear to our workers’, exceeded 
all expectations in a speech which lasted almost two hours and which, 
‘with convincing and cutting words and a real oratorical passion, so 
engrossed the many listeners that they often interrupted him with 
heartfelt cries of approval, and they saluted him at the end with a 
wave of applause which went on for quite a few minutes’. The whole 
event, the correspondent concluded breathlessly, amounted to ‘a real 
intellectual feast’. Everybody in town hoped that Benito Mussolini 
would soon agree to another speaking engagement at Predappio.” 

Being lionised by the folks back home must have brought some 
gratification. But, though not cutting himself free from his base — he 
never fully did so — Mussolini was still looking out from Predappio 
and Forli for wider fields to conquer. Could there be prospects in the 
editorship of the party newspaper Avanti!, a journal reduced in its 
impact, Mussolini complained with a mixture of disgust and self- 
interest, because of party factionalism and editorial weakness? From 
the modest pages of La Lotta di Classe, Mussolini began to advocate a 
drastic solution for the socialists’ national daily. Take the paper away 
from Rome — that city lacked a real working class and was parasitic by 
definition (whatever later Fascist propagandists might say, Mussolini's 
soul was not yet altogether Roman). The so-called “eternal city’, he 
stated in words common enough among all the enemies of the 
Giolittian Liberal system, pullulated with ‘cheap landladies, shoeshine 
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boys, prostitutes, priests and bureaucrats’. Just outside its gates, he 
lamented, families in the Agro Pontino still eked out their survival in 
straw huts, as though they were primitive beings from beyond 
civilised Europe. And so, if not Rome, then where? Perhaps Milan, but 
that was the city of stock-market and business dominance. Florence? 
But the quality of its existing dailies was too poor. No, the best place 
for a socialist paper was, it scarcely needed to be said, Bologna, capital 
of the Emilia-Romagna. There Avanti! could be positioned at the 
‘centre of national proletarian life ... very near the red lands of the 
Romagna where thousands and thousands of socialists were waiting 
ready for any sacrifice’ .*3} If Avanti! was edited there, Mussolini specu- 
lated in his secret thoughts, a young and aggressive journalist from 
Forli, who had once been rejected for a job with the establishment's / 
Resto del Carlino, might yet win employment in the numinous regional 
capital. 

Mussolini was constructing himself, then, as ‘the extremist’, the 
warrior of Romagnole socialism. As he recalled with some pleasure in 
May 1911, when reviewing his editorship of La Lotta di Classe, he had 
campaigned with effect not just against republicans but against cleri- 
cals, anarchists, syndicalists and the mainstream of the Socialist party 
itself: ‘in this ample liberty to criticise, I find my full self-justifica- 
tion’.*4 He had boosted his newspaper’s circulation until it sold 1600 
copies, with ‘about 1000’ of those being by subscription. The majority 
of such loyal readers were, he claimed proudly, ‘real workers’. In addi- 
tion, every Sunday he preached the socialist gospel, either in Forli or 
in the smaller towns of the province, whose piazzas and party 
branches he located with some effort after he tramped down dusty 
roads.*> Often he spent the night in down-market provincial hotels — it 
was in one that he met Leandro Arpinati, destined for a time to be the 
Fascist boss of Bologna.”® 

By IgII it could be agreed that he had worked hard and effectively, 
both in his own estimation and that of others. He loved his infant 
daughter and continued to live with Rachele. Already his post at La 
Lotta di Classe had outlasted his previous terms of employment and 
his life had a pleasure and a promise about it which in the past had 
been lacking. Maybe it was even time to abate his familiar rudeness in 
dealings with the world and cultivate a certain geniality and sense of 
humour. And so he expatiated in his own paper about the way in 
which Romagnoles loved rhetoric, violence and their town campanile 
(bell tower); they rejected emigration and knew only that their paese 
occupied the centre of the world.*? He was presumably intending to be 
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ironical, but the piece conveys a mixed message, half hostile, half 
fond, and very much about himself. Mussolini was growing used to 
being a man who mattered in Forli. 

His accustomed prose remained brusque, sarcastic and churlish. 
Sorel, whom he had once admired but whose politics had moved right- 
wards, was now excoriated as ‘a pensioner given to sacking library 
shelves’, a covert admirer of the ancien régime, an enemy of the French 
Republic, democracy and socialism. Those intellectuals, who had 
united at Florence and formed the Associazione Nazionalista Italiana 
(Italian Nationalist Association) and who before long became his 
crucial allies in the Fascist cause, were the lick-spittles of ‘the 
monarchy, the army and war’, ‘three words, three institutions, three 
absurdities’. Acknowledging his own flirtation with Prezzolini and his 
colleagues at La Voce, who themselves looked appreciatively on the 
Nationalists, Mussolini admitted that once he had sympathised with 
domestic nationalism and the idea of ‘a democratic and cultural move- 
ment devoted to the advancement, unification and renewal of the 
Italian people’. But no more; his socialism was now too stout for 
further dalliance.” Still, there were places worse than Italy, he had to 
admit, the distant USA, for example. There ‘the rapacious property- 
owning American bourgeoisie admits no limits, possesses no scruples 
and does not share the fears and the cowardice of our bourgeoisie. 
[They are] violent, absolute, criminal. When they feel the need, they 
simply stain their hands with proletarian blood. They lack any human 
sense. They are only interested in exploitation’.° Nor had he broken 
fully with Prezzolini. Indeed, in March—April 1911 Mussolini humbly 
asked the editor of La Voce for an advance on his royalties for ‘The 
Trentino as seen by a socialist’, which was to be published in Florence 
under Prezzolini’s auspices (and with his sub-editorial attention to 
Mussolini's prose); the death of his father, Mussolini complained, had 
caused temporary financial embarrassment. Once again the possi- 
bility lurked that, somewhere beneath the stormy surface of his 
rhetoric, Mussolini cherished his Italian identity, and placed implicit 
limits on his dedication to internationalist revolutionary socialism. 

Mussolini, a Socialist Party stalwart? Mussolini, an intellectual 
patriot? Mussolini, a man of general fame? Each alternative remained 
alive in his mind. What was not possible was the prospect of Mussolini 
settling down content in the provinces. His restless search for an 
extreme line, and for the credit which might accrue from it, had not 
ceased. Even as, philosophically, he discounted some of his earlier 
heresies, in practical terms he was stretching his socialist loyalty to 
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breaking point. In April 1911, on his initiative, the Forli branch 
declared itself autonomous from the national party organisation. 
Mussolini justified the decision under the characteristic and heartfelt 
title ‘To Dare’: ‘We are not talking about raising a new political stan- 
dard, but rather of saving the old socialist flag from those who have 
wrapped themselves in its folds.’ They stood for compromise and 
corruption of the ideal; he and his fascio, he wrote, perhaps using this 
word for the first time but without its eventual meaning, instead 
represented purity. 3 

In this step to outright schism, Mussolini had, however, run ahead 
of his time (or behind it, since the actions of the Forli branch with 
their presumed hypothesis of an eventual Forli Socialist Republic 
could be interpreted as campanilism rampant). His maximalist friends 
in the party were soon engaged in negotiating Mussolini back into the 
ranks.33 After all, in the summer of 1911 major issues confronted Italy 
both at home and abroad, and it was these concerns, as refracted into 
the Romagna, which were to secure Mussolini's reputation in the party 
and, over the next 18 months, make him, in some eyes, its coming man. 

The years 1911-12 were a watershed for Liberal, Giolittian, Italy. 
The early part of the twentieth century had been good for a political 
system which, from 1898 to 1900, under the quasi dictatorship of 
General Luigi Pelloux, seemed on the edge of collapse. The assassina- 
tion of King Umberto I by an anarchist emigrant returned from the 
USA had signalled not reaction but instead an opening of the Liberal 
regime to emerging social groups. Under Giolitti’s clever administra- 
tion (he was Prime Minister in 1903-05, 1906-09 and 1911—March 
1914), the economy for the most part flourished, and such moderate 
socialists as Turati acknowledged that Italy, too, was a place of 
‘progress’. In the northern ‘industrial triangle’, marked out by the 
factories of Turin, the banks of Milan and the port of Genoa, Italy was 
rapidly approaching a modernity which in the past had been the priv- 
ilege of such richer and more powerful countries as Britain, Germany 
and France. Given this advancement both in reality and in expecta- 
tion, the state celebrations, planned for the fiftieth anniversary of the 
Risorgimento in 1911, almost seemed justified. The huge ‘refulgently’ 
white Victor Emmanuel monument in Rome, positioned beneath the 
classical Capitol to claim the inheritance of Latin civilization, was 
inaugurated to applauding throngs, even if, in March that year, 
Claudio Treves, the editor of Avanti!, was grudging in his admiration 
of what proper socialists derided as the monumentissimo.4 

Treves’ dyspeptic tone expressed the unsurprising fact that 
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economic growth and social development rarely carry a single 
message. In 1911 Giolitti, newly returned as Prime Minister, faced a 
series of dilemmas lying at the heart of Italy’s existence as a liberal 
nation state. There was the division between one part of the country 
and the other. What should be done with the South, which so far had 
barely experienced the benefits of economic growth? What should be 
done with the numerous other pockets of poverty and ‘backward- 
ness’? In a dangerous world of tightening alliance systems within 
Europe and flaunted imperialism outside it, what should be done to 
defend or improve Italy’s rank as the least of the Great Powers? 
Furthermore, what should or could be done to nationalise the Italian 
people, or, to be more precise, the peoples of the peninsula and so of 
the Italies? How could they be persuaded that official Italy was theirs, 
too? How, especially, could those dissidents — socialists of all persua- 
sions, Catholics, Nationalists, intellectuals — who were more and more 
strident in their attacks on Liberal inadequacy or ‘corruption’, be 
‘transformed’ into the existing system, without revolution, war or 
tyranny? 

To be sure, Giolitti had an ambitious strategy to deal with these 
massive issues. Abroad, he planned to seize Turkish-administered 
Tripolitania and Cyrenaica; these territories could be given the clas- 
sical name of Libya and, however poverty-stricken in practice, 
appease the nationalists and raise Italian prestige throughout the 
world. At home, Giolitti combined welfare (a nationalised insurance 
scheme) with a large expansion of the electorate — when the vote was 
next taken in 1913, some 65 per cent of Italian adult males had the 
right to cast their ballot. In theory the combination looked brilliant, 
practical liberalism of the most far-sighted kind. In reality it turned 
into disaster, signalling the commencement of the agony of Liberal 
Italy. Among those cheering the troubles of the Prime Minister and 
simultaneously acquiring a new national prominence was Benito 
Mussolini. 

Some socialists were tempted by Giolitti’s formula — the cases of 
Bissolati and Turati were exemplary. They were national figures who, 
like Giolitti himself, viewed matters from a national perspective. For 
humbler socialists, indeed for the great mass of the party rank and file, 
the issues were read differently but seemed no less drastic in their 
local significance. In the Romagna, for example, the relative economic 
growth of the Giolittian decade had hardened the lineaments of the 
class struggle. The modernisation of agriculture simplified the once 
intricate disparities between various sorts of peasants — large or small 
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landowners, sharecroppers with one rental arrangement or another, 
and day labourers. More and more, life in the hinterland of Bologna or 
Forli became a conflict between wealthy landowners and a peasantry 
who struggled to make ends meet. Not infrequently the land was 
falling to limited companies, whose anonymous owners lived far away 
in Milan or Rome, and whose interests were defended by paid 
managers, likely to be even more cruel and rapacious than their 
masters. The great peasant union, Federterra, by contrast, continued 
to grow, notably attracting new members from the poorest peasantry, 
wage workers on the land. Sharecroppers, too, often in relative decline 
economically as the pressures of capitalisation bore down on them, 
were frequently socialists, as, of course, were a number of urban 
workers and ‘intellectuals’ of Mussolini’s type. They composed an 
uneasy coalition. 

The intellectuals’ radicalism and the socialist loyalty of the peas- 
antry were for the moment, however, enhanced by the fact that the 
landowners, like the industrialists — who, in 1910, established the 
umbrella employers’ body, Confindustria3> — were aggressively forming 
associations to defend and expand their own interests. In April 1911 
the National Agrarian Congress at Bologna was urged to reject the 
Prime Minister’s policies of accommodation of the masses, privileging 
instead ‘the solidarity that unites all those who, in different areas of 
activity, contribute to the production and development of national 
wealth at a time when every principle of liberty and justice is threat- 
ened with subversion’ .3° In the parliament Giolitti might preach and 
even practise moderation, compromise and ‘national unity’, but the 
reality in the provinces was starker. The rich seemed to be getting 
richer and more overbearing and the poor poorer but more assertive. 

It was a circumstance made for the extremist rhetoric and personal 
ambition of Benito Mussolini. For some years he had applauded the 
strikes and other ‘social actions’ of his region. Now, suddenly, he trod 
a national stage. The trigger for his elevation was the campaign which, 
it became increasingly clear in the summer of Ig1I as one patriotic 
anniversary event succeeded another, Giolitti intended to launch 
against Tripoli. Italian ships sailed to their destination there even 
before an Italian diplomat presented Turkey with a formal declaration 
of war on 29 September. 

According to socialist theoretics, war, unjust, colonial, imperial 
war, demanded a general strike and resistance to the utmost from all 
members of the working class. Mussolini was just the man to urge this 
case vociferously and without qualification. In his first article about 
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the Libyan question for La Lotta di Classe, published on 23 September, 
he condemned the ‘mock-heroic madness of the war-mongers by 
profession’, that is, those nationalists, whose chief ideologue, Enrico 
Corradini, had been arguing for some time the brazenly anti-Marxist 
case that Italy was a ‘proletarian nation’ which should avoid the class 
struggle and concentrate instead on a fight against the plutocratic 
nations of Britain and France.37 Mussolini was not yet sure whether 
Giolitti was toying with such ludicrous or pernicious sabre-rattlers, 
but if there was war, he wrote ringingly: ‘the Italian proletariat must 
hold itself ready to effect the general strike’ 3 

When the news reached Forli that the government was, indeed, 
intending to act, Mussolini acted also. On 25 September, at his urging, 
the party branch unanimously voted for the strike; galvanised by 
speeches from Mussolini and other local leaders, on 26 September 
socialist cadres sabotaged the back railway line to Meldola, blocking 
its troop trains and beating off the cavalry attacks which tried to stop 
them. As Mussolini explained passionately in his report of the inci- 
dents for La Lotta di Classe: ‘the proletariat of Forli has set a 
magnificent example. The general strike has fully succeeded’. 
Reformism, he noted contemptuously, had demonstrated its pusilla- 
nimity and irrelevance by doing nothing to block the government's 
evil course. Real socialists, steeled by the ‘new revolutionary 
mentality’ displayed by the comrades of the region, must continue to 
subvert the war. What had the great French Revolution been, 
Mussolini added, in a familiar and moving but historically inaccurate 
parallel, but a general strike which went on for years? Opponents of 
the strike, be they Sorelians, syndicalists (quite a few of whom had 
turned patriotic over Libya), socialist members of parliament, 
orthodox trade unionists from the Confederazione generale del lavoro, 
or any other sort of reformist, must be swept aside.39 So, of course, 
should clericals and their reactionary friends.4° Now was the time of 
the deed; now might be the hour of the ‘revolution’. 

A stern response from the government against this fomenting of 
disorder was not long in coming. On 14 October Mussolini and such 
associates as the young Pietro Nenni, who, in the 1960s, became Italy's 
socialist Foreign Minister, were arrested. A contemporary suggests 
that certain formalities were still observed at this moment. The police 
located Mussolini sipping a coffee at his accustomed place. ‘Professor 
Mussolini?’ they enquired politely. “You must accompany us to the 
station’. Mussolini then asked if he could finish his coffee first and was 
respectfully assured that he could.” Only then was he marched off to 
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gaol. On 18 November Professor Mussolini went to trial at Forli, where 
he spoke superbly in his own defence as a hero, ‘not an evil-doer nor 
a vulgar criminal, but a man of ideas and of conscience, an agitator 
and soldier of a faith’, who simply demanded respect, if not justice, 
from the institutions of the king.” Listeners were stirred by this 
rhetoric, but the court, unmoved, found him guilty, and sentenced 
him to a year’s imprisonment. On appeal, however, his term was 
reduced and, on 12 March 1912, he was let out, jubilant and greatly 
risen in status.43 In La Lotta di Classe, which kept its readers aware of 
their leader's sacrifice, the author of an anonymous article in January 
had been impressed by the power of Mussolini's eyes (as ever ‘restless, 
profound and burning’) and of his brain, words and soul; he was 
possessed of ‘a head like that of Socrates’; he was the ‘leader’.44 La 
Soffitta, a socialist journal published in Rome, similarly celebrated his 
personality; Mussolini, a correspondent wrote, given his deep culture, 
had undoubtedly become ‘one of the most sympathetic and signifi- 
cant’ members of the party.45 Eventually, Avanti!, too, carried a 
flattering report of the event: ‘Comrade Mussolini was released this 
morning from prison, more a socialist than ever. We met him in his 
modest house among the family whom he adores and we chatted a 
little with him. He hasn’t suffered physically from his time in prison. 
A great number of telegrams of congratulations and support were 
arriving from all over Italy’.4° Mussolini, it seemed, was deserving of 
the banquet which the Forli party membership offered him at the 
commodious and well-named Albergo Vittoria.4’ Unlike his father, he 
had emerged onto the national political stage, doing so as much 
through the flagrancy of his actions as the clarity of his ideology. 

The banquet over, Mussolini moved swiftly to publicise and rein- 
force his recent political gains. Now honoured with the title of ‘Forli 
correspondent’ of Avanti!, he told readers of his determination to 
bring out La Lotta di Classe in a bigger format and with an almost 
double run of 2800 copies, transforming it into ‘one of the best and 
most widely-read papers in the Romagna’.*® He also expanded his 
intellectual ambitions by beginning to write an extended essay on 
Czech Protestant theologian, Jan Huss. Though armed with a docu- 
mentary appendix, Giovanni Huss il veridico (Jan Huss the 
truth-teller),49 when actually published in 1913, turned out to be a 
curious work, demonstrating that, whatever else Mussolini may have 
been, he was no historian. As its author disarmingly confessed in the 
introduction, Italian libraries contained scarcely any books on Huss, 
and he himself was not numbered among those few Italians who could 
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read Czech.° In great part the book was a slightly genteel throw-back 
to Mussolini's days as a mangiapreti — he wrote again with relish of sex 
in convents, and papal conspiracy and crime, though he also 
applauded Huss as a Czech nationalist who resisted ‘German’ hege- 
mony. In Mussolini’s version, the precursor of Protestantism was 
almost refashioned into a father of the Risorgimento.* 

Luckily for Mussolini his career was not dependent on such divaga- 
tions. Practical advantage was coming his way. On 7 July 1912 
delegates from all over Italy assembled at Reggio Emilia, just to the 
west of Bologna, for the Socialists’ Thirteenth Party Congress.> It was 
to be an unlucky occasion for the reformists. The year before in Milan 
they had carried all before them. But the crisis surrounding the Libyan 
war had heightened social tensions and converted Reggio into a 
fortress of revolution. When he rose to speak on 8 July Mussolini, still 
wearing the aura of his heroic exploits over the previous nine months, 
was very much playing at home. 

His speech was a triumph. With studied intransigence, Mussolini 
signaled to the party faithful and the world beyond that the young 
editor from Forli must be acknowledged as a major political figure. The 
oration began with a root and branch attack on parliament (and 
socialist parliamentarians), bolstered by an apposite quotation from 
Marx. Italy, Mussolini proclaimed, was the country where “parliamen- 
tary cretinism ... had reached the ... most humiliating levels’. 
Giolitti’s suffrage reforms were no more than a trick to keep parliament 
going but the organisation was ‘absolutely unnecessary’ for real social- 
ists. The record of almost all those elected under the party banner to 
the Chamber of Deputies was disgraceful. Only Turati (who was 
attempting a compromise between the warring factions and whom 
Mussolini did not yet want to antagonise) had remained a real socialist, 
in his expression of the Italian proletariat’s utter detestation of war, for 
example. 

The solution to the problem was simple — expel the leading 
reformists, Bissolati, Ivanoe Bonomi, Angelo Cabrini and Guido 
Podrecca. In March a Rome building worker had fired at the King 
(‘Victor Savoy’, as Mussolini, no doubt with knowledge of ‘Louis 
Capet’ in 1792 and perhaps buoyed by the idea that some saw him as 
the new Marat,53 insolently called him). Bissolati and his colleagues 
had publicly regretted the assault on Victor Emmanuel. But, Mussolini 
urged, while he did not want to be inhumane towards another human 
being, it had to be agreed that enduring ‘an act such as this is just part 
of the job of being a king’. The soft-hearted, he ran on, would no 
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doubt argue that the battle should focus on ideas not men. But that 
was not good enough. Intellectual talk had its limits. There was a time 
when it was ‘logical and humane’ to arraign men; “we should put on 
trial not an idea but certain specific acts which fall under the party 
rules, rules which we ourselves have not made’, Mussolini declared in 
the robes of tribune of the people. ‘The Socialist Party’, he added in a 
metaphor with a sinister role to play in the tragedies of the twentieth 
century, ‘practises expulsions because it is a living organism. There 
are socialist antibodies,5> just as there are the physiological antibodies, 
discovered by Metchnikoff. If we do not defend ourselves, the impure 
elements will disintegrate the party in the same way that damaging 
germs circulate in the blood ... and kill off the human organism.’ In 
sum, new-style political parties in Italy must concentrate on one 
matter only, the need to bring down the already chaotic and inco- 
herent liberal system, ‘assailing it from every side’. That was why a 
‘numerous and compact’ party was required; that was why he carried 
his list of ‘proscriptions’, Mussolini concluded with one of those clas- 
sical references which Italians found so hard to eschew. Real socialists 
would not want to follow reformists, ‘either now, or tomorrow, or 
indeed ever’ .>° 

As far as the party delegates were concerned it was a marvellous 
speech, learned (there were references to Cervantes as well as to Marx, 
while Bissolati was blamed for borrowing too much from Sorel), ‘scien- 
tific’ and populist at the same time, a mixture which Mussolini long 
favoured. The revolutionary from Forli had made his case in the spirit 
of the moment. The deputies under attack were expelled (to found 
their own schismatic Reformist Party). Costantino Lazzari, a friend of 
Mussolini's old patron, G.M. Serrati, became secretary, while Angelica 
Balabanoff and Mussolini himself were elected to the party direc- 
torate. Moreover, the events in Reggio Emilia echoed resoundingly. 
The exiled Lenin’’ wrote in Pravda of his pleasure that the Italians 
were taking ‘the right road’. The elderly firebrand Cipriani singled out 
Mussolini for praise in the pages of L’Humanité— ‘his commitment to 
revolution’, Cipriani declared, is ‘just like mine’.5* The spoils of 
success were not only verbal. Avanti!, party extremists now agreed, 
could not remain under the editorship of Treves, but must also fall to 
the revolutionary wing. A journalist, passionate, dynamic, steadfast, 
was needed to take over. Here stood opportunity even if Mussolini, 
some weeks after his return from Reggio Emilia, timidly put in an 
application for another local teaching job.% 

It was the last suggestion that journalism and politics were not to be 
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his calling. Soon, it was announced that Mussolini was the victorious 
faction’s (interim) choice as editor of the socialist daily. In October 
1912, he furthered his cause touring Puglia, his first visit to any part of 
the Italian south. There he spoke often, and wrote positively of the 
prospects for socialist conversions among the peasantry, ‘a people 
which feverishly wants to work. A people in other words, not just the 
plebs’.°° On 1 December 1912 still more than six months short of his 
thirtieth birthday, Mussolini took over the editorship of Avanti!, 
having moved his family to Milan from where, since 1911, the paper 
had been published.” Rachele and baby Edda brought with them to a 
modest flat in Via Castel Morrone, Anna Guidi, who had been left 
alone after the death of Alessandro. The extended family scrabbled to 
find an annual rent of a thousand lire. 

Favoured by fortune, the rise and rise of Benito Mussolini was 
continuing at astonishing speed. He wrote in a first editorial of his 
pride and trepidation in having become spokesman of ‘the moral and 
material patrimony of Italian socialists’. ‘After the congress of Reggio 
Emilia, the victorious group had and has the duty to assume the full 
responsibility for its own experiment before the Party and the prole- 
tariat at large’, he explained. Of course he would listen to views from 
all factions, but he would also be ‘more revolutionary’. ‘We promise 
solemnly to demonstrate to the philosophers of bourgeois reaction, to 
the bloc of hostile parties and to the weak, little instruments of savoy 
[sic] government, that the vitality of Italian socialism is unbounded.’®3 

Here, then, was Mussolini the militant, pure and ready for any 
sacrifice to the ideal. Writing anonymously as ‘L’Homme qui cherche’, 
he had told readers of the journal La Folla (The Crowd) that party 
journalists should not think of themselves as working their way up in 
a career but rather as engaged in battle. (Paolo Valera, the editor of this 
‘illustrated weekly’, remembered his correspondent as possessing 
‘eyes of fire’, and as living with Rachele who was ‘a good housewife, 
and who positively liked their penury’.)* None the less, once again, 
matters were not quite as simple as they might seem. In the very same 
piece in La Folla, Mussolini expressed a curious insecurity: ‘I am a 
primitive. Also in my socialism. I walk up and down in the present 
market society like an exile. Iam not a businessman [sic]. I don’t have a 
taste for business’ .°5 Nietzsche, he told readers of Avanti! at almost the 
same time, was a name which socialists should not forget. In general, 
Mussolini was ready to argue, ‘it is faith which moves mountains 
because it gives the illusion that the mountains move. Illusion is, 
perhaps, the only reality in life’ .°7 How ‘heroic’ and how ‘idealist’ and 
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‘anti-materialist’, Mussolini was asking himself, could and should a 
socialist be? 

Mussolini’s intellectual and personal restlessness and insecurity 
were reflected in a letter which he sent Prezzolini in the immediate 
aftermath of the Reggio Emilia conference. Its phrases need careful 
appraisal since, in crafting them, Mussolini was hoping to please the 
recipient of his note. He was, he confessed, ‘a little dépaysé among the 
revolutionaries’ (his utilisation of the French mot juste doubtless signi- 
fying his sophistication). ‘Certainly my religious [sic] conception of 
socialism is far from the philistine revolutionism of many of my 
friends’. Laying it on thickly so that Prezzolini would still want to be 
his ‘friend’ and patron, Mussolini mused how ‘I need to orient my 
ideas better and make them more precise’, even though he understood 
the present conflict with the reformists was ‘but an episode in the 
struggle for existence’ between the party and those of its organisations 
more concerned with pay and conditions.® ‘Sometimes’, he explained 
in a subsequent letter to Prezzolini, ‘I have the sensation of shouting 
in the desert’.°? A Darwinian? A Nietzschean? A Blanquist? A Vocean? 
A syndicalist? A journalist who could turn out a good article on 
anything?” Playing the roles of both intellectual and activist was not 
becoming any easier, now that Mussolini possessed a greater fame, a 
more immediate importance, and a more pronounced ability to see or 
to imagine personal opportunity. 

Tailoring ideology to action was one problem; sociability was 
another and sex a third, especially once the Mussolinis were installed 
in the great world of Milan. The metropolis had so many attractions 
and there were so many rules to learn. As editor of Avanti! Mussolini 
enrolled in the prestigious Associazione Lombarda dei Giornalisti, the 
local journalists’ club, founded in 1890. At its meetings he strove to 
keep a low profile, although a new colleague remarked sarcastically on 
the ‘embarrassing’ inadequacy of his small talk. Mussolini, he remem- 
bered, was giving to muttering through his teeth in a way that was 
hard to hear, and grew rude and ferocious if contradicted.” Most of 
the time, however, the new editor strove to fit in. Gone now was the 
farouche floppy hat he had sported in the past; its replacement was a 
bowler. Mussolini also took pains to be seen in the Galleria, Milan’s 
most celebrated and elegant meeting place, and tentatively began to 
enter the city’s less costly bars and restaurants, especially if someone 
else was paying.” 

The men with whom Mussolini was now uneasily consorting were 
not like his comrades in Predappio or Forli. The women of Milan were 
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even more different. Most renowned was Margherita Sarfatti, the art 
critic for Avanti!, born in 1880, married, a mother, Jewish, and 
presenting herself as a feminist and a new woman. Her husband was a 
socialist (and Zionist) lawyer; her father had been a reactionary clerical 
representative on the Venice council; her politics were as potentially 
elastic as were Mussolini's. Their relationship” lingered on until the 
passage of Fascist racial legislation drove Sarfatti to take refuge (with 
Mussolini’s co-operation) in New York. Earlier Sarfatti wrote an effu- 
sive biography of the Duce” and, though her political role and her 
influence on her lover should not be exaggerated, she was to achieve 
some prominence in the regime’s cultural policies. 

More emblematic, however, was Mussolini’s affair with Leda 
Rafanelli. A woman who paraded her search for meaning between 
anarchism and ‘Arabism’, a writer, novelist, journalist and activist, she 
lived the life of the new woman with greater consistency and convic- 
tion than managed by Sarfatti.> A wonderfully revealing set of letters 
written to her by the later Duce has survived attempts at their destruc- 
tion under the regime,” and an edited version of Rafanelli’s account of 
their relationship has also been published.” Like Sarfatti, Rafanelli 
had been born in 1880 (at Pistoia in Tuscany), and so was a little older 
than Mussolini (and a decade senior to Rachele). As a 20-year-old, she 
had spent 3 months in Egypt and may have had an affair with the 
Futurist painter, Carlo Carra.”* On her return to Italy, she soon made a 
name for herself, with a variety of opinions which spanned from 
denouncing clerical lubricity, especially towards minors, to opposing 
racism and imagining blacks as full participants in society, to 
endorsing ‘free love’, even while she believed that the summit of 
freedom was located in the Moslem world. More conventionally, she 
pressed that ‘mass man’ be saved from drink and brothels, and that 
‘mass woman’ not forget or forego motherhood. In uplifting the 
common people, she declared, a self-conscious elite and avant-garde 
could build ‘the fourth estate’, even while she excoriated those who 
might betray the cause of the workers for the lucre of the bour- 
geoisie.79 

Although, throughout his life, Mussolini was the crassest of patri- 
archs, the new arrival in Milan was easily convinced that he had found 
a soul-mate when Rafanelli, impressed by a fiery speech he had made 
about the Paris Commune, introduced herself to him. His ego must 
have been further stroked when she wrote him up in the anarchist 
weekly, La Libertad, as ‘the socialist of heroic times. He is one who still 
feels, still believes impulsively in a virile and powerful way. He is a 
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man’.*° In a later novel, Rafanelli described a young journalist ‘with 
big black eyes and a slightly mad look’. Often reduced to nervous 
silence, he was handsome and yet somehow brutal, but also always ill 
at ease, readily won by the heavy perfume of his woman. In this man, 
ambition and sensuality competed in a terrible way; at 25, he looked 
spent by his internal conflicts. Marriage to a young and beautiful 
blonde had not requited him; nor had music or writing, even though 
‘journalism drew him as an electric light draws a moth at night’. This 
ardent youth wanted passionately to be seen, to be admired, but 
somehow, for him, satisfaction never came. Only the mysterious allure 
of a woman in touch with the orient could send him down enchanted 
paths which might yet lead to happiness. * 

If this was Leda’s literary construction of her friend in 1913 when 
Mussolini was trying to make Milan sit up and take notice, her 
admirer for his own part expressed an infatuation with new woman. 
Their first problem was how to meet. It was no use trying the news- 
paper office; there Mussolini was never alone. The café, too, was 
hopeless, since people crowded around. A better prospect was her 
home. He could be there at 3 p.m. on Tuesday (the Italian habit of 
devoting the morning to formal work and the afternoon to other 
matters was, it seems, Mussolini's, too). “You have understood me’, 
Mussolini wrote with a lover’s platitude, ‘and in a way different from 
the others. I feel that something has begun between us... or am I just 
fooling myself? Tell me straight. Wait for me. And I shall wait for you 
with a strange trepidation’. 

A few days later, he wrote again: 


Yesterday I spent three wonderful, swiftly-dwindling, hours with you. 
We spoke about everybody and everything. We have the same sympa- 
thies and antipathies, in politics, in art, in philosophy, about the 
weather. We love solitude. You want to look for it in Africa, I among the 
tumultuous crowd in the city. The aim is the same. Your little salon has 
been for me a revelation. It is not like the others. You have given me the 
illusion of the mysterious and marvellous East, with its violent 
perfumes, its mad and fascinating dreams.®*3 


Mussolini, the provincial, with the dust of Damerini’s not altogether 
brushed from his clothes, was smitten, it seemed, at least for the 
moment. ‘With you, I feel miles from Milan, journalism, politics, Italy, 
the West, Europe. ... Let’s read Nietzsche and the Koran together. 
Listen. I am free every afternoon. Write to me when I can come and I 
shall be there, punctual and discreet.’*4 
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But finding the high road to love, if that was what the two were 
imagining, was complicated. Mussolini's life was busier than he had 
suggested, and soon he was apologising for having been dragged away 
to Rome, or to Zurich, or for having been taken ill. But when they did 
meet, it was heaven: ‘I seem ten years younger, when I committed any 
sort of madness.’ In his Leda’s company, he surrendered to a ‘sentiment 
which I try to define but do not want to define. ... I shall just leave my 
days in the hands of destiny’ .*5 

And so the story went on. It was a mistake on her part to turn up at 
one of his meetings, but he was sorry not to have publicly welcomed 
her there. Could he make up a quarrel on Saturday with flowers? He 
had left her house at midnight feeling drunk with passion, ‘my nerves 
deliciously aquiver, my heart beating in an irregular fashion as never 
before, my brain in tumult’, and swallowed a large glass of absinthe in 
order to calm himself down.* The dark hours were when he might write 
to complain of her absence: ‘Midnight. I feel I am floating. Full of desire 
and of nostalgia. I would like to pass on to you a little of the electric- 
ity which is coursing through my veins. Who knows why?’ But then 
the commonplace might break in. He had to be away for a few days — 
it was the middle of July — ‘Iam taking my domestic tribe, two people, 
to the seaside’. But he would be back on Saturday. Would she write, 
‘impenetrable’ as she was, ‘like an Arab’, and so solace his longings?* 

Matters could turn sour — according to one authority, Rafanelli soon 
formed another relationship with a Tunisian, ‘a co-religionist’, and 
was not at all willing to confine herself to being Mussolini’s woman.® 
Now Mussolini wondered if their love was ‘morbid’. Did he not on 
occasion hang around in a square fruitlessly waiting for her: “You 
make me like a boy again, that is ingenuous, that is impatient, that is 
an idiot’.®°° When she announced that their relationship was over, he 
accepted it as ‘destiny’, promised to give back her letters and asked 
melodramatically that his be consigned to the flames.°° And yet, when, 
in February 1914, she wrote again, he declared that he had been 
suffused with joy at the scent of her notepaper: “You know that 
strange, magical power which a perfume, your perfume, has on me. It 
is so penetrating, fascinating, strange, outlandish’. “You offer me what 
I cannot find elsewhere [sic]: an hour of peace, of repose. Something 
entirely different’. For seven times seven years, he pledged fervently, 
he would wait for her. In the interim, he was off to hear Tristan for the 
first time — even imagined contact with her could put him in the mood 
to commune with Wagner.” 

Quarrels recurred. Despite her skill at the ‘spiritual game’, he feared 
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that she had never quite grasped his nature: ‘Iam what I am. I, too, 
have a mask in order to defend myself from indiscreet glances. But 
under the mask lies the real me which is fleeing from you because you 
do not want to stop me’. He was still ready for a meeting: ‘Dear Leda, 
BE pasa something which draws me on, fascinates me, overcomes 
me’. At 2 a.m., he could smell her perfume, and its memory drove him 
to scribble one last note to her before he went home.® Again at 2 a.m., 
the thought of her encouraged another bout of philosophising; he 
wanted to be a modern man, who was therefore all the more engrossed 
by her ‘extraordinary tastes, beautiful moments of madness, discov- 
eries, progress in “Arabism”’. Her special charm made him happy even 
when he did not really understand what she meant. ‘But, above all’, he 
continued, ‘you attract me because — with truly remarkable dedication 
— you have succeeded in making of your life a delightful fiction’. Her 
commitment was both admirable and seductive. He, after all, was not 
a cynic; that she must grasp.%4 

Alas for Leda and ‘B.’, as he had taken to signing himself, the war, 
the First World War, was coming. She opposed it and wrote against it. 
He was not so sure. Leading intellectuals like Livio Ciardi and Filippo 
Corridoni, he complained, had swung around to favour Italian entry 
into the conflict. The war was ‘a contagion which is not sparing 
anybody’. Before its revolutionary challenge, the proletariat seemed 
‘deaf, confused, distant’ .9° Mussolini was facing a grave dilemma, and 
the choice which he would make over it would lay waste his dreams of 
bohemian love and of intellectual and avant-garde ‘vagabondage’.%° 
Leda was not to remain his. 

What, then, is to be made of the affair? In his maturity, Mussolini 
was much given to proclaiming that what a man did below his belt 
was of no interest to anyone but himself.%”7 And yet the exchanges 
with Rafanelli cannot be dismissed. No doubt much of the verbiage 
which Mussolini deployed was conventional, and, beneath the heart- 
felt sentiment, was aimed at sexual conquest and little more. 
Nonetheless, the letters do express the personality of that Mussolini 
who had just reached Milan. Here was the provincial seeking sis- 
temazione in a great city, the man who had never thought that 
women had minds but now half-hoped, half-feared otherwise, the 
socialist chief who yearned, almost achingly, to be recognised as a 
real intellectual, the romantic cynic, the morbid lover, who sighed 
for what he hoped was the expansive world of love and the intellect, 
but who lived in a humdrum way with Rachele and Edda and the 
other children to come, and who would make do with the political. 
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None of his other women were ever to be as exciting or as frustrat- 
ing as Leda Rafanelli. 

Life in Milan had a mass of problems. For Mussolini’s precarious 
personal finances the transfer to the great city had been expensive. An 
ingenuous correspondence exists with Cesare Berti, a friend in Forli, 
from whom Mussolini had borrowed 100 lire to help with the cost of 
the train trip, rent and furniture, that debt not being quit until 
October 1913.°° To Berti, Mussolini claimed in March 1913: ‘Here I 
work like a dog. I live in solitude. They attack me from all sides; 
priests, syndicalists and the rest.’9 All in all, he added a couple of 
months later, his furious devotion to polemic had rendered him ‘the 
most hated man in Italy’ (a phrase destined to recur in his vocabulary 
about himself)."°° 

The solitude, animosity, temerity, the aggressive determination to 
assume equality but in practice treat most as inferiors, these were now 
the accustomed postures of a man who grew sure that he was fated to 
become a leader of some sort. He did well on Avanti! — in spite of his 
disclaimers, he was actually a good and hard-headed businessman. By 
March 1913 through a series of sackings and some adroit alliance- 
building, he had eliminated all rivals to his editorship within the 
paper. At the same time, he was doubling and redoubling the paper’s 
circulation until, just before the outbreak of the First World War, it 
touched 100000 copies. He improved Avanti’s technology and 
reduced its deficit." He was also ready to assert brusquely that the 
paper was all his own work. As he told a colleague: ‘I bear the only, 
sole and absolute responsibility for the newspaper both in regard to 
the socialists and the public. Moreover, I, without personal preference 
or antipathy, hand over all the work that is going to the editorial staff 
simply according to the needs of the paper.’ Mussolini had no diffi- 
culty in assuming the executive role. Both tireless and ruthless, he was 
indeed ‘one of the greatest journalists of his times’, if rather better at 
the destructive side of the profession than the constructive. Just as a 
Mussolini who had somehow stayed in Forli can be imagined taking 
his place as a local notable, so, without the First World War, Mussolini 
might have risen in his profession, winning fame as a modernising 
opinion-maker of the type familiar in the Britain of those days with 
Lords Northcliffe and Rothermere and in our own with Rupert 
Murdoch and Silvio Berlusconi. 

But editing a paper was not enough for Mussolini. He was anxious 
to demonstrate his expertise over broader fields. His editorship of the 
socialists’ national daily demanded, for example, that he comment on 
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those issues of foreign policy which were preoccupying the establish- 
ments of pre-1g14 Europe. Whether the matter was the actual cost of 
the Libyan war (Mussolini thought the imperial adventure had proved 
a ‘grotesque’ waste of money),"* the spread of the armaments 
industry," the detail of happenings in the Balkans,*°° or even the 
French colonial programme in Algeria,’ Mussolini could turn a 
phrase and advance an intelligent or peremptory opinion. 

Similarly, he could negotiate his way, at least to some extent, among 
the bitterly competing factions of Italian socialism, acting at times, for 
example, as a friend of the syndicalists, at times as their critic. His 
openness or intellectuality he sought to demonstrate through the 
holding of a public lecture series on socialist culture at which figures 
so diverse as Gaetano Salvemini and Giuseppe Prezzolini eventually 
spoke. Aimed, initially, at Milanese workers whom Mussolini hoped to 
acquaint with thinkers from Plato to Campanella to Babeuf,’°® the 
lectures were subsequently delivered at Rovigo and Florence, in this 
last venue with a claimed audience of more than 3000. In 1913-14 
Mussolini also found time to put out a theoretical journal, directed not 
at the masses but at intellectuals like himself. It was optimistically 
entitled Utopia.*° Though proudly claiming on its masthead to repre- 
sent Italian revolutionary socialism, the journal made much of the 
Revolution’s French heritage, in its initial issue publishing translated 
pieces by Jules Guesde and Auguste Blanqui.™ 

In his editorial Mussolini had explained that Utopia had been 
created not by the Party but for it. He wanted, he explained, to be 
healthily sectarian. There was ‘a jealousy over ideas’ at the root of 
factional difference, he mused, since, ‘with ideas as with women, the 
more you love them the more they make you suffer’."? At much the 
same time he told Alceste De Ambris: ‘Certainly I am a sectarian. I have 
a soul which is narrow-minded, petty, full of sectarian bile. It is so and 
Iam not ashamed of it ... today, tomorrow or ever.’™3 But in the pages 
of Utopia, almost become a libertarian, he published syndicalists like 
Sergio Panunzio and Agostino Lanzillo, dissident liberals like Mario 
Missiroli and friends like Margherita Sarfatti. The Mussolini who now 
emerged was the professore again, wrestling with a range of ideas and 
trying to impress as he did so. Not for nothing would another editorial 
in Utopia pleasurably mark the fact that the journal had been noticed 
by Prezzolini in the pages of La Voce. As usual Mussolini switched to 
deferential mode in writing about his cultural superiors: ‘Iam touched 
by praise from those whom I esteem intellectually and morally, even if 
politics or ideological particularities divide us.’™ 
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Actually, Utopia never quite made it. Its issues appeared erratically. 
Its ideological purpose was visibly tainted by its editor’s self-aggran- 
disement. Yet, it had to be admitted that Benito Mussolini was 
exhibiting a host of talents. He was, for example, an ever more bril- 
liant and persuasive orator. He may have failed in 1913 in his first 
attempt to stand for parliament — then, at Forli, he was badly beaten 
by the local republican™5 — but who could doubt that he would even- 
tually find a place in the national assembly? Certainly he tirelessly 
practised his speechifying, usually on the party faithful. Mostly, he 
preached revolution, though, as ever, his version of that desired event 
was more passionate than clear. In March 1914 for example, he 
sounded decidedly parochial when speaking at Milan: 


I am a convinced supporter of local government, and I am so precisely 
because I am a socialist revolutionary and therefore against the state. 
The municipality is the last bastion behind which the citizen can 
oppose the steadily increasing invasion from the state."° 


Later, a close associate would notice the trouble with which Mussolini 
prepared himself for any speech or meeting. Although exuding spon- 
taneity, he took great care beforehand to craft his phrases, and was 
very much in control both of his text and his emotions.” It cannot be 
known when such a studied approach became his habit, but it may be 
assumed that, already while a socialist, he was learning such skills. At 
the same time, he was growing used to his oratory bringing applause 
and devotion. He was noticing others, at least as they impinged on 
himself, his image and ‘charisma’. After 1922, he confessed that, as an 
executive and dictator, he learned as much from the stance and body 
language of his interlocutors as from their words.™® He himself 
certainly hoped to convey as much implicitly as he did explicitly. Later 
followers would remark on his ‘inimitable and incomparable’ 
command of gesture,"? while a Fascist propagandist, blinded in the 
war, declared his enchantment just at listening to the Duce’s articula- 
tion. To his acute hearing, Mussolini had ‘more than one voice, or 
rather spoke with a variety of timbres and tones’ — they varied from 
the sweet and intimate to the stridently powerful — ‘which recon- 
firmed the plurality and multiplicity of his soul’.’° 

Under the regime, of course, Mussolini’s charisma was unquestion- 
able and boundless, but, even while he was editor of Avanti!, it was 
building, and he was certainly not averse to its construction. The term 
Duce may have eddied through the vocabulary of the time — in March 
1914 the word was even affixed to the studiously prosaic Prime 


oF 


Mussolini 


Minister Giolitti (though the purpose was sarcastic).’** All the same, 
the way in which Duce began to stick to Mussolini is significant. 
Whatever the force and the content of his rhetoric about revolution 
and socialism, it was Mussolini's personality which most impressed his 
contemporaries. By 1914 many Italians were looking for a ‘leader’ to 
cut through the compromise, confusion and corruption which they 
detected all around and, if doubtless still among a restricted group, 
Mussolini was becoming known as a potential candidate for this role. 
His irrepressible dynamism, his unquenchable ambition, the quick- 
ness of his thought, his insolent refusal to bow before any odds, his 
contumely, all were helping to make him into a young man who 
counted politically, especially if the new world were to be linked 
somehow to the masses. 

A year later, with Italy in the war and with Mussolini no longer a 
socialist, Torquato Nanni, an old friend from Predappio, at the request 
of Prezzolini, composed the first of many eulogistic biographies of the 
Duce. In staccato phrases, perhaps even more staccato than those typi- 
cally used by Mussolini in his speeches,” Nanni delineated a ‘force of 
nature’, ‘the man of action par excellence’, who ‘had stopped the 
Italian proletariat from being mere sheep’.3 If Nanni were to be 
believed, and behind him Prezzolini and the intellectual establish- 
ment, Mussolini was already perceived as having the potential to be 
the Duce. 

In reality, at the time Nanni’s work was published it is doubtful 
whether it attracted many readers or whether they were impressed by 
his case. In 1915 the rise of Benito Mussolini had, for the time, been 
deflected by events. Moreover, well before Italian entry into the First 
World War, there were grounds to argue that Mussolini's lightning 
victories of 1912-13 were looking fragile. It is true that the Socialist 
Party, at its congress at Ancona in April 1914, had confirmed the domi- 
nation of the revolutionary faction, strengthening Mussolini's 
personal position both on Avanti! and on the party executive. 
However, by then it was also becoming evident that the revolution- 
aries were extremely vague about long-term policy, and basically had 
no idea either about how their revolution might be implemented or 
about what it would entail. 

Shortly after, large-scale strikes and riots broke out, notably in the 
Romagna, in what was called ‘Red Week’. Mussolini's editorials 
predictably urged more drastic action, hounding the government and 
its troops when they attempted to restore order.'*4 None the less, the 
popular discontent was spontaneous, actually taking Mussolini and 
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the rest of the current party leadership by surprise.5 The inadequacy 
of their preparation, and their more serious failures, both in tactics 
and strategy, could not be concealed. By June-July 1914 there were 
quite a lot of reasons to believe that the next months might restore 
advantage to the more moderate socialists. 

Other, more grandiose, events would in fact decide the destiny of 
the socialist factions. On 28 June 1914 Archduke Francis Ferdinand of 
Habsburg-Este and his morganatic wife were assassinated at Sarajevo. 
Their deaths signalled the collapse of belle époque Europe into the First 
World War. Three years before, Romagnole syndicalist A.O. Olivetti, 
the scion of a pro-Risorgimento family from Ravenna, had lamented, in 
phrases typical of the moment, that the society around him in Italy 
was ‘dying for want of tragedy’.?° Very shortly, Italians and other 
Europeans were to be accorded tragedies enough to slake any reason- 
able thirst. 
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War and revolution, 
I9QI4—I919 


HE outbreak of the First World War brought grave embarrassment 
A ie the government and institutions of Italy. On 3 August 1914 the 
public announcement was finally made that, for the present, Italy, 
caught between its membership of the Triple Alliance with Germany 
and Austria-Hungary and its ‘traditional friendship’ with France and 
Britain, had opted for neutrality. Given the nation’s military weakness 
and, behind that, its comparatively feeble economic and industrial 
power, staying out of the war was a wise decision. It was, however, a 
choice which deepened the numerous fissures in the political and 
social bases of the Liberal regime. 

Ready to back neutrality was a clear majority of Italians.‘ They 
included leading politician Giolitti, the King, important sections of the 
Army, big business, Freemasonry, the majority of the bureaucracy, 
most socialists, many Catholics including new Pope Benedict XV, the 
main part of the peasantry and almost all Italian women. Some of these 
individuals and groups themselves differed over whether, or at what 
moment, they might accept Italian entry — even Giolitti, whose career 
would thereafter be beset by charges of cowardly neutralism, was 
happy to contemplate an Italian presence by the side of the winners, 
when it was plain who they would be. However, for the moment, he 
did not want to force the pace. With a good sense unusual among 
Europeans at this time, large sections of the Italian populace were not 
victims of a ‘short-war illusion’ and resisted forecasts that the conflict 
would be over by Christmas. 

In the end, however, the huge plurality of those opposed to prema- 
ture Italian entry into the war did not matter. In favour of urgent 
commitment were two crucial groups. First was the government itself. 
It was a minority administration, more conservative than when 
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Giolitti was in command, and headed by Southern academic lawyer, 
Antonio Salandra. This administration, which seemed likely to be 
short-lived, was given much of its imprint by Tuscan moralist, Sidney 
Sonnino, who, after November 1914, became Foreign Minister. For 
more than a generation, Sonnino had combined calls for greater disci- 
pline at home (and an end to Giolittian compromise and obfuscation), 
with a preference for expansionism abroad. The war brought immense 
opportunity to Salandra and Sonnino. Now they could ‘dish the 
Whigs’, whittle away Giolitti’s long-standing parliamentary majority, 
and, as they put it presumptuously, ‘enter history’.’ 

Backing this line, if not very fond of the government itself, was 
another powerful force. It was composed of those intellectuals, espe- 
cially of the new generation, whose ideas tended to be both expansive 
and irreconcilable, but who were agreed that they constituted the 
coming new men without whom a healthy and ‘modern’ Italy could 
not prosper. As the so-called intervento (the period in-between) wore 
on, and the treatying by Italy between the Central Powers and the 
Triple Entente grew more tortuous, Italian intellectuals stentoriously 
demanded an end to hesitation. And reasonably prominent among 
them was Benito Mussolini. 

Renzo De Felice argued a generation ago that, in the aftermath of the 
failures of ‘Red Week’ and just before the onset of the July crisis, 
Mussolini had glimpsed the future. “Only Mussolini’, De Felice wrote, 
‘understood that a new era was beginning and that socialism must not 
continue to be out of step with the times’. Then, and in the months 
that followed, Mussolini was the socialist who was in touch with the 
country.‘ It is a curious claim for a historian to make, since it is plain 
that Italy was manipulated or ‘spoken’ into the war by a small 
minority of its population. In any case, the evidence shows that 
Mussolini, like the overwhelming majority of his contemporaries, was 
slow to recognise where the July crisis could lead. As a good journalist 
might, one day after it happened he did report the assassination at 
Sarajevo. Moreover the event was sufficiently grave for him to specu- 
late about its meaning. The death of Franz Ferdinand, he argued, 
demonstrated that the conflict between the Habsburgs and the ‘Slav 
world’ was profound; the Balkans were being shattered by ‘an explo- 
sion of national hatred’. As he had learned from his own past 
experiences in the Trentino, Austrian administration was ‘both hateful 
and hated’. But Mussolini did not laud Serb nationalism either, 
concluding his piece portentously with the comment that the killing 
of the Archduke was ‘a painful but explicable episode in the struggle 
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between nationalism and central power, which is both the strength 
and the ruin of that tormented country [Austria~-Hungary]’.> 

Over the next month, he added nothing to this initial appraisal, 
though he did worry about Greek adventurism as part of a general 
concern, not unknown among other journalists at other times, that the 
Balkans could ‘burn’ at any moment.® His major preoccupation 
remained domestic as he tried to put a positive slant on Red Week, 
declaring, ina review of those events, that ‘revolution’ was still immi- 
nent locally: ‘Italy needs a revolution and it will have one.’” Only after 
the Austrian ultimatum was delivered to Serbia did his attention 
return to the international scene. Any war, he then suggested, would 
be at the behest of the ‘military party in Austria’. Despite this renewed 
hostility to the Habsburg regime, Mussolini went on to damn what he 
feared were secret clauses in the Triple Alliance, insisting that Italy 
adopt a posture of strict neutrality towards any conflict. The Italian 
proletariat must not spill a single drop of blood for a cause which was 
not its own. Socialist policy towards diplomatic scheming must be to 
insist on the line ‘not a man, not a penny’ for a war.® 

When, during the first week in August, the alarums in the Balkans 
widened into European conflict, Mussolini tended to switch the blame 
from the leadership of Austria to that of Imperial Germany. The viola- 
tion of Belgium he deplored as an event which might unite ‘all Europe’ 
against the ‘Germanic bloc’. Germany, he added, was behaving in an 
unheard of way. Through its ‘brigandage’ and ‘aggression against 
Belgium, Germany was laying bare its purpose, its aims and its soul’. 
‘Prussian militarism and Pan-Germanism’ had a sad history; since 
1870, Germany had acted as a sort of ‘bandit lurking along the road of 
European civilisation.» These were strong words, and there can be 
little doubt that they reflected a genuinely emotional reaction by 
Mussolini against the Central Powers and in favour of France. His 
‘unspoken assumptions’, like the cultural baggage of many Italians, 
not all on the Left, told him to beware of Austria, the alleged tyrant of 
the Risorgimento, and to admire France, ‘the Latin sister’, as it was 
often called, in somewhat jealous and sensitive affection. 

To be sure, too much of the future should not be read into 
Mussolini's phrases. Until late August he feared that the details of the 
Triple Alliance were still likely to push the Italian government into the 
war on the part of the Central Powers." When it became clear that the 
government was dallying with the other side, Mussolini wrote on a 
number of occasions in favour of the official socialist line of ‘absolute 
neutrality’. War, he knew from his party’s dogma, benefited only the 
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bourgeoisie: ‘The proletariat is not disposed to fight a war of aggres- 
sion and conquest after which it will merely be as poor and exploited 
as before.’* And yet his mind did have trouble in sticking to this line. 
The German occupation of Brussels was brutal, he reported ingenu- 
ously. He was convinced that Imperial troops had shot hostages and 
used dum-dum bullets. The Triple Entente might well have relative 
virtue on its side, but did it need Italy at the front and was it not 
anyway being assisted by Italian neutrality? Trieste might be ethni- 
cally Italian, but the city was surrounded by Slavs and the fairest 
solution for its future was probably internationalisation.” Mussolini's 
thoughts were always likely to range widely, and the new conflict only 
enhanced this tendency. But, beneath the scatter of his words, he 
began to perceive that war could entail opportunity, the chance to 
destroy an old order, the possibility of imagining a new. 

With these heresies beating into his mind, by September 1914 
Mussolini's adhesion to the official line of neutrality was slipping, 
even though he still believed that the party’s attachment to neutralism 
was limpet-like.*3 Gradually he began to admit an outright sympathy 
for the Triple Entente cause. He was aware, too, of the way in which so 
many leading intellectuals, quite a few of them with political views 
somewhere on the ‘Left’, had begun to campaign for Italian entry into 
the war against the Central Powers. Prezzolini and La Voce, the 
Southernist radical democrat and historian Gaetano Salvemini and his 
paper L’Unita, syndicalists such as De Ambris and Corridoni,” his old 
editor Cesare Battisti — voice after voice — all were bracketing war and 
modernity. Italy’s dissident intellectuals were representing the conflict 
as the opportunity to cast off the corrupt and time-worn shackles of 
the Giolittian era and to build a future in which the people would be 
happier (and their own talents would be better recognised). How 
could Professor Mussolini not be tempted by their cause? 

And so, at first incrementally, he began to retreat from socialist 
orthodoxy. On 13 September Mussolini explained that he had decided 
to publish a piece by Sergio Panunzio in Avanti! since, after all, ‘it 
would be ridiculous and illiberal to force into silence’ those who were 
backing an Italian entry into the war (although Mussolini then 
scrupulously reviewed Panunzio’s arguments to demonstrate that they 
were wrong). On 30 September he editorialised about the Italian 
proletariat’s sentimental preference which, like his own, had swung 
behind the Entente cause, but angrily denied that such sentiment 
could ever convert workers into ‘war-mongers’.” Five days earlier he 
had written privately to Amadeo Bordiga, a Neapolitan engineer and 
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intellectual who was destined to lead the Italian Communist Party, of 
his sense that neutrality and reformism constituted shabby and 
unholy allies. The idea of standing pat before great events was, he 
feared, typical of those who had ‘exiled themselves from history’.” 
Deep in the Marxist psyche, after all, was inscribed the idea of the 
‘locomotive of history’, the belief that society was on the move, and 
that an adroit adept ought to be able to read its course and timetable 
correctly. Certainly, in Mussolini’s mind, a tension was rising to 
breaking point between the passivity of neutralism and the dynamism 
of intervention. 

And so, on 18 October, he published a crucial article in Avanti! It 
was entitled ‘From absolute neutrality to an active and working 
neutrality’. Mussolini's patience, often precarious, had run out. The 
socialist party’s existing policy was ‘cosy’, precisely because it was so 
‘negative’. ‘But a party’, Mussolini explained in words in keeping 
with his personality, ‘which wishes to live in history and, in so far as 
it is allowed, to make history, cannot submit, at the penalty of suicide, 
to a line which is dependent on an unarguable dogma or an eternal 
law, separate from the iron necessity [of change] over space and time’.*® 
In reality, the policy of neutrality had already favoured the Entente 
and was being nourished by ‘a profound hostility to Austria and 
Germany’. Similarly, it was patently absurd for Italy to stay out of a 
conflict when the rest of Europe was participating in it. Socialists in 
France, Belgium and Britain had acknowledged the significance of the 
‘national problem’.*° How could Italians not do the same? 

Searching for a clinching quotation, Mussolini ended with Marx. 
The father of socialism, he remembered, had left the message that 
‘whoever develops a set programme for the future is a reactionary’.?* 
Absolute neutrality, he concluded, was by definition ‘backward- 
looking’ and ‘immobilising’. “We have the privilege of living at the 
most tragic hour in world history. Do we — as men and as socialists — 
want to be inert spectators of this huge drama? Or do we want to be, 
in some way and some sense, the protagonists’? It would be a disaster 
to save the letter of the party, he concluded, if that step meant 
destroying its spirit.” 

This editorial duly caused a sensation, at least among the socialists 
and their friends.*} The heretical sentiments which Mussolini had 
enunciated were by no means unique, and had occurred to many other 
socialists, and especially to those who deemed themselves intellec- 
tuals. Even Antonio Gramsci, later Communist martyr to Fascism, was 
tempted.*4 Giuseppe Prezzolini, no socialist but a man honoured and 


104 


War and revolution, 1914-1919 


admired by Mussolini, hastened to send his congratulations to this 
former subscriber to La Voce.*5 Such an editorial had other implica- 
tions, too. On 19 October the executive of the socialist party met at 
Bologna. Impassioned debate ensued, with Mussolini emphasising 
that his new outlook was based on principle, reiterating his view that 
the attacks on him from within the party were ‘simply ridiculous’. 
Nevertheless, his schism was too open, and he resigned as editor of 
Avanti! 

Since bureaucratic processes moved slowly, it took another month 
before Mussolini was formally expelled from the socialist party. His 
words in his own last defence were dramatic: ‘You hate me today 
because you love me still. ... Whatever happens, you won't lose me. 
Twelve years of my life in the party are or ought to be sufficient guar- 
antee of my socialist faith. Socialism is in my very blood’. He was, he 
pledged, still the enemy of the bourgeoisie. When time proved him 
right on the war, he prophesied, ‘you will again see me at your side’. 77 

Mussolini was, of course, not the only dissident ever to leave a 
socialist party, especially during the trauma of the First World War. In 
many countries, the great conflict demanded that a choice be made 
between the ideals of internationalist socialism and those of the 
nation. Nor was Mussolini the only defector, or ‘rat’ as they were 
frequently euphoniously called, to discover that a quarrel which, at 
the time, had seemed significant but eventually possible to repair, in 
fact terminated a socialist career. In their insecurity and weakness, 
socialist parties were given to hating well. Nor, when they hated, was 
the first charge to be made against a dissident hard to imagine. The 
‘rat’ was likely to be called venal, a Judas who had been bought and 
sold by the numerous wealthy and powerful enemies of socialism. So, 
while the interventionist press welcomed Mussolini’s conversion to 
patriotism, and great bourgeois papers like I/ Corriere della Sera and II 
Secolo reported the event and sought interviews with the new 
patriot,”® a damning phrase began to be bruited abroad among the 
socialist party faithful: Chi paga? (Who is the paymaster?).*9 

In Mussolini's case, there was reason to ask the question. On 10 
November, in an interview which he had conceded to Il Resto del 
Carlino, the Bolognese paper, owned by sugar interests and headed by 
Filippo Naldi, he had a revelation to make. He was not, he stated with 
accustomed truculence, ready to retire to “private life’. Rather, buoyed 
by support from the Francophile Cipriani and other left-leaning inter- 
ventionists, he was launching a paper in their cause. It would be 
entitled, with Mazzinian more than Marxist reference, I/ Popolo 
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d'Italia (The People of Italy).3° Its initial issue printed on its masthead 
two slogans, one from Blanqui: ‘Whoever has iron has bread’ and one 
from Napoleon: ‘The Revolution is an idea which has found its bayo- 
nets.’3! I] Popolo d’Italia was also destined to become, from October 
1922, the official organ of the Fascist regime. 

Although some of the evidence is still disputed, it is clear that by 
October (if not earlier) Mussolini had been engaged in a double game.# 
He was in communication with Naldi, a notorious advocate of the 
interests of the local landed elite, who had himself been talking with 
the highest circles of the government, including the aristocratic 
Foreign Minister, Antonino Di San Giuliano.33 Naldi was known for his 
contacts. Contemporaries remarked on the extravagance of his lifestyle 
and the way his paper seemed to swing between imminent collapse 
under debt and sudden bursts of prosperity, which goodtime Naldi 
would celebrate with ‘rivers of champagne’ .34 The result of such deal- 
ings was that Mussolini was assured of funding for the new paper. 
Naldi also promised that the provenance of any largesse would be kept 
secret, so that it was ‘money which I can accept’, as Mussolini had put 
it.35 The two men had met by arrangement at the Hotel Venezia in 
Milan, where Mussolini impressed an onlooker with his ‘pallid face, 
and glittering black eyes like those of a porcelain doll’.3° 

Later Naldi and Mussolini travelled to Switzerland in search of 
funding from the French secret service. In their journey, certain class 
differences were observed. The sleek Naldi stayed, as he always did, at 
the best hotel. Mussolini, by contrast, shared a room in a less luxu- 
rious hostelry with a journalist acquaintance, Mario Girardon. Naldi 
was generous enough eventually to take the two out for a final night of 
drinking, eating, dancing and, by implication, whoring, so presum- 
ably some money, or the promise of it, must have passed hands. Amid 
these events, Girardon, after he fruitlessly began a discussion of Sorel’s 
ideas with his friend, decided that ‘Mussolini did not like to get entan- 
gled in doctrinal complications. When he likes a theory, he takes it 
over whole, and then tries to sell it to the public’. Back in the hotel 
room, he noticed that Mussolini's underwear was torn and his cuffs 
frayed, and that he shaved himself as though in a fury with hasty and 
careless strokes. Confined together as they were, Girardon was aware 
also that Mussolini possessed big feet.37 

How is this complex story of bribery to be read? In the past 
Mussolini had not seemed covetous, though he had borrowed from 
whomever would lend to him and spent what money he had to his 
own benefit or pleasure. Nor, later, under his regime, was he corrupt, 
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in the sense that General Franco as dictator of Spain became corrupt,® 
or indeed in the way of many a Fascist, Italian and other politician, 
even if he was not as selfless as official propaganda liked to claim. In 
accepting the sort of funds which he was now offered — including 
subsidies from the French embassy?? and, after 1917, from the British* 
— Mussolini was ruthlessly breaking the accustomed codes of the 
socialist movement. He was ignoring the fulminations of Leda 
Rafanelli and many another comrade who had inveighed against the 
contaminating effects of bosses’ gold. He was therefore ensuring that, 
whatever his revolutionary protestations, he could never go back. If 
socialist orthodoxy was to fail him, perhaps he could resume an iden- 
tity as ‘Professor Mussolini’, that is, as a freelance intellectual, one 
who had his ideas and, in cavalier confidence, took it for granted that 
someone else would pay for their publication. 

If that was Mussolini's position at the end of 1914, it was a precar- 
ious one. The great and powerful had no particular need for him. 
Marvellous insight into this fact is found in the pages of the diary of 
Ferdinando Martini, then Minister of Colonies, a Tuscan liberal who 
had served as governor of Eritrea (there he had carelessly favoured the 
liquidation of the local population) and who had later tried unsuc- 
cessfully to write lyrics for Giacomo Puccini.” Martini belonged to the 
great world. As early as 10 October 1914 he was aware, probably from 
talks with Naldi, that Mussolini, though still unwilling openly to 
favour the war, had declared that ‘should the war prove necessary, the 
socialists, too, will do their duty’.* Just before Christmas Martini had 
another meeting with a now annoyed Naldi. The latter explained that 
he had given money to Mussolini, knowing that the ex-editor of 
Avanti! would bring over to the patriotic cause a whole set of 
Northern leftists. But, complained Naldi, he could not bear the 
onerous financial burden of this undertaking alone. And so he had 
spoken to a lawyer from Bologna, who had seen the local member of 
parliament, Luigi Fera. He, in turn, promised to alert minister Vittorio 
Emanuele Orlando, who would then get Prime Minister Salandra to 
cope with the affair. But, somewhere, the chain of patronage and 
interest had snapped. Naldi therefore appealed to Martini to intervene 
himself since a sum of at least 25000 lire was urgently required.% 
Mussolini, it was plain, could rejoice in his funding and use it the 
better to preach his cause. However, it was similarly evident that he 
stood a long way down a complex ladder of patronage, the rules of 
which all Italian contemporaries understood. His status was scarcely 
yet that of a potential national leader. 
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After Naldi’s appeal, Martini does seem to have bestirred himself. 
He continued to keep an eye on Mussolini, even if, by 1916 he 
regarded him as ‘over the top’ and even ‘mad’ in the amplitude of the 
territorial annexations which he was by then seeking for Italy in the 
Adriatic. Mussolini’s usefulness, Martini recalled, was domestic.4 
Carlo Sforza, another genuine member of the Italian elite, if one who, 
unusually after 1922, refused to accept the imposition of Fascism, simi- 
larly wrote that the key to Mussolini’s character was that he was ‘a 
self-taught man, and always a bit above himself’.45 His comment and 
the attitude of Martini are a demonstration how Mussolini, in leaving 
the socialist movement, had cast himself onto seas which he was as yet 
ill-prepared to navigate. Despite the bitterness and ubiquity of 
factional fighting within the party ranks, socialism offered its 
members the comforts of appreciation, a sense of belonging, a place in 
the world, a path to the future and a reason for optimism. Such advan- 
tages were all the more consoling when the social gap between a 
Martini or a Sforza and a Mussolini, was indeed so yawning. A 
contemporary remembered Mussolini going to the key meetings of 
October-November 1914 with an ashen face, trembling with anger.‘ 
He had reason to be moved. In opting for the war, Mussolini had taken 
a perilous step, one which in late 1914 seemed unlikely to bring him 
happiness or serenity, and which may have ensured that he thereafter 
replaced hope with an ever deepening cynicism about the meaning of 
his life. Those fellow leftists, who swung over with him and helped to 
write the first issues of the paper — Sandro Giuliani, Ugo Marchetti, 
Alessandro Chiavolini, Nicola Bonservizi, Ottavio Dinale, Margherita 
Sarfatti and Manlio Morgagni— were never altogether cast out from his 
heart,“” but perhaps his on-going ‘friendship’ was nurtured as much 
by a sense of lost comradeship as by more positive feelings. Some of 
the disdain which Mussolini evinced, more and more frequently, 
towards his closest associates may well have sprung from the desperate 
knowledge that many of them were ‘rats’, too. 

What, then, was the line pursued by I] Popolo d’Italia? On 15 
November Mussolini proclaimed that, in ‘an epoch of a general 
auction of ideas like the present’, the destinies of European socialism 
were tied up with the results of the war. His opponents, in their intel- 
lectual emptiness, stood for death. And so he appealed ‘to the young 
of Italy, the young of the factories and schools, the young in age and 
the young in spirit, the young of that generation which fate has driven 
to make history’; to them, he raised the ‘fearful and fascinating word: 
war’ .4° In a second editorial he endeavoured to be more precise. It was 
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in the supreme interest of the proletariat that the war finish quickly — 
here, after all, was Mussolini's ‘short war illusion’. Otherwise, mutual 
hatreds would penetrate societies too deeply. Germany must be 
defeated and the influence of Russia on the Entente side diminished. 
Action was needed, and needed now. ‘To de-nationalise the proletariat 
is wrong; to de-humanise it is a crime’, and that was what a policy of 
absolute neutrality actually proposed. 

None the less, Mussolini also devoted many columns in his small 
paper to strictly personal polemic. He argued bitterly with those who 
had expelled him from the party. They had begun the fight, he argued 
stoutly.>° In any case, he would be a bonny fighter. As he told an erst- 
while friend from Oneglia, he personally found solace and instruction 
in the motto: ‘an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth’.* His enemies 
had ‘stabbed him in the back’; they were ‘the worst sort of cowards’, 
no better than “canaille’.5? The ex-comrades from Forli were especially 
culpable in his regard. ‘Hysterics’ and ‘cannibals’, they might try to 
stop him speaking, but they would fail and, anyway: ‘I am what I was 
yesterday. ... a tenacious and disinterested soldier for all the causes of 
liberty and social justice.’>3 He would sooner or later beat his wretched 
opponents.* ‘As long as I still have a pen in my hand and a revolver in 
my pocket, why should I be afraid of anybody?’ he melodramatically 
asked the presumably startled readers of the conservative daily, Il 
Giornale d’Italia, to which he gave an interview.» Actually, it was not 
entirely a rhetorical question. Duelling remained an acceptable prac- 
tice of that intellectual-political world in which Mussolini so eagerly 
participated. Andrea Costa had duelled and, in 1898, the republican, 
Felice Cavallotti, had died in the course of his 33rd ‘conflict of 
honour’.5° Even though J] Popolo d’Italia took pains to condemn 
‘disgusting’ German-style duelling at university,°’ Mussolini had just 
the temperament to join in the Mediterranean version of this boy’s 
game, and his expulsion from socialist ranks removed his last reluc- 
tance to fight. In February 1915 he engaged in three rounds with Lino 
Merlino and, in March, he stood for eight with Claudio Treves, his 
predecessor at Avanti! Mussolini was wounded once by the sword- 
play, Treves three times in a bout which was said to have been 
conducted with unusual vim and vehemence, and their contest ended 
without any gentlemanly ‘reconciliation’ .5* In lighter vein, contempo- 
raries noticed that, after October 1914, Mussolini transferred his 
accustomed places of dining up-market and also began to indulge in 
the expensive hobbies of riding a horse and, eventually, driving a 
car.°9 
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When not sampling the delights of the bourgeois lifestyle, 
Mussolini sought to rally his friends to his cause — one new associate 
was Dino Grandi, a Mazzinian law student and occasional journalist 
for Il Resto del Carlino.®° In early December 1914 Mussolini was 
already advocating the establishment of so-called Fasci d’azione rivo- 
luzionaria (revolutionary groups).% On 6 January 1915 II Popolo 
d’Italia published a draft constitution for the membership. It was not 
a party, Mussolini emphasised in what would become typical 
phrasing, but ‘a free association of subversives from all schools and 
political points of view’. It was also republican.™ The secretary of the 
Fasci, as they were called, was Calabrian Michele Bianchi (he would be 
a secretary of the Fascist Party, too. Among the directorate were 
Mussolini’s syndicalist contact, Alceste De Ambris, and Giovanni 
Marinelli, destined, a decade later, to be another prominent early 
Fascist. 

The Fasci, Mussolini explained, wanted to teach the ‘workers’ that 
only intervention could produce ‘social revolution’, because such 
action would tie Italy to France, ‘cradle of a hundred revolutions’, 
‘free’ Britain and ‘generous and heroic’ Belgium.®3 Mussolini also 
spoke of how what he already called ‘the Fascist movement’ could help 
spread ‘subversive, revolutionary and anti-constitutional ideals’ inter- 
nationally, precisely because it was not bound by ‘the rules and 
rigidity of a Party’. 

As yet, however, this verbal elan won few converts and, with the 
passing months, Mussolini's problems increased. In the debates about 
whether or not Italy should intervene, I/ Popolo d'Italia was not 
finding a political or intellectual space. The paper's readers were told 
that its funds were running low.® On 15 March Mussolini confessed to 
Prezzolini that the paper could boast only 1600 subscribers, and the 
great majority of them had paid for a month, not a year. It was all 
very well expatiating about how the war might bring the ‘people of 
Italy’ within the historical process — Mussolini now repeated 
Prezzolini’s worthily didactic claim that winning a war meant for a 
nation the equivalent of passing an exam.” But ‘the people’ did not 
seem impressed, and the majority of the populace, like the majority of 
the members of parliament, continued to prefer neutrality to other 
alternatives. 

In these circumstances, Mussolini's personality led him to rage 
against the apparent ebbing of enthusiam for war-entry. Before the so- 
called ‘radiant days of May’ 1915, when it seemed for a moment that 
Giolitti might return to government, stimulating nationalist crowds to 
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mobilise in Rome and other cities against this dread event, Mussolini's 
phrasing was notable in its extremity. In his paper, he urged ‘the 
shooting, I say shooting in the back of some dozen deputies’. 
‘Parliament’, he added, was ‘the pestiferous pustule poisoning the 
blood of the nation. It must be wiped out’.®* The monarchy, too, if it 
would not back the war, ‘must pay’.°? To Prezzolini, who as ever did 
not demur at the junior intellectual’s verbal savagery, he suggested 
that the best way to deal with Giolitti was ‘five revolver bullets in the 
stomach’.”° In the ‘first great war of the Italian people’, he urged, the 
nation must adopt a policy of ‘an eye for an eye and a tooth for a 
tooth’. The Germans aimed at ‘exterminating’ the Italians. But ‘to a 
war of extermination, we must reply with a war of extermination of 
our own’.” 

Whatever the character of Mussolini's nationalism before October 
1914, he now found it easy to mouth nationalist phrases. The German 
Swiss dominated Switzerland and were ‘Prussians’ at heart; Italians 
must remember that fact.” All foreigners were given arrogantly to 
viewing Italians as ‘strolling musicians, sellers of statuettes, Calabrian 
bandits’; they must be made to bow instead to the ‘new, great, Italy’.”3 
Still sensitive to attacks from the socialists, he none the less denied 
their charge that he had become an imperialist. His present hero was 
the generous unifier of peoples, Giuseppe Garibaldi, apostrophised in 
Il Popolo d'Italia as ‘the Duce’. Mussolini saw no reason for Italy to 
seize the Ticino, Corsica and Malta, though he did not explain why, 
except to aver piously that, ‘like all principles, the principles of 
nationality must not be understood and practised in an “absolute” 
sense’. In Dalmatia, he wanted to resist the ‘Slavisation’ of such ‘truly 
Italian’ centres as Zara (Zadar), Spalato (Split) and Ragusa (Dubrovnik), 
but he could still imagine some compromise arrangement with Serbia 
over the issue.?> The Trentino and Trieste, however, were a different 
matter, since they were ‘geographically, historically and morally 
Italian’.7° 

No doubt Mussolini, for the present, believed in his case, however 
dubious it seems now. Yet he was giving hostages to fortune if he 
thought, as he proclaimed, that he was still on the side of revolution. 
On 24 May 1915, the day that Italy finally declared war on Austria- 
Hungary, Mussolini wrote in his paper that, for him and all Italians, 
‘Italy has a historic personality, is alive, possessed of its own body and 
immortal’.7” Mussolini may not have signed up for the socially reac- 
tionary Nationalist Association, but the gospel which he was 
preaching, for all its social revolutionary residue, was about as far 
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from socialist internationalism and socialist materialism as it was 
possible to go. f 

By the end of May 1915 Italy was at war, a very idiosyncratic war, 
since the Salandra—Sonnino government tried to restrict the conflict to 
one with Austria alone, with hostilities not finally being extended to 
Germany until August 1916.”* The peculiarities of Italy’s war effort 
have not always been understood by non-Italians, who long have been 
inclined-either to dismiss the campaign, or to assume that what was 
true on the Western Front must have been true in the ‘Italian 
sideshow’. Militarily, the Italian war was mostly a mountainous one,’ 
although the great defeat at Caporetto in October-November 1917 — it 
roughly coincided with the Bolshevik revolution in Russia — brought 
Austro-German troops down to the northern plain which ran on to 
Milan.*®° Between 23 and 26 October of that year the armies of the 
Central Powers took some 300000 Italian prisoners of war.* 
Eventually, however, Italian forces, bolstered by their allies, held on 
the line of the Piave river to the east of Venice and, in the subsequent 
months, gradually pushed the Central Powers back before the final, if 
disputed, ‘victory’ at Vittorio Veneto. On 4 November 1918, a week 
before the end of the war on the Western front, Austrian forces surren- 
dered. 

By then, more than 5 million Italians had seen military service, 
about the-same number as those who had actually voted in the elec- 
tions of 1913.°? Throughout the war, Italy suffered a death toll of more 
than half a million, with a nearly equal number of incapacitated or 
mutilati, to use the graphic Italian word. As had usually been true in 
the past, the worst of the campaigning was born by the peasantry, that 
social group which, before 1915, had least embraced the nation. In 
191g an estimated 63 per cent of war orphans came from peasant fami- 
lies, while Professor Salandra set an example of a kind by ensuring 
that none of his three sons saw service in line of battle.®3 

As with the other combatant states and societies, the conflict made 
extraordinary demands on the Home Front. In 1919 a leading soldier 
remarked that, during the war, ‘in truth no-one governed Italy,’*4 and 
it is plain that no Italian equivalent of Hindenburg, Clemenceau or 
Lloyd George rose above the rest. Neither a general nor a politician 
dominated the country, power remaining diffused across the various 
political, military, industrial, landowner, Masonic and bureaucratic 
elites. Furthermore, the demands of the war effort cut into Italian 
society as never before. Many did well. With the national government 
disbursing more in three and a half years of warfare between 1915 and 


Mahe 


War and revolution, 1914-1919 


1918 than it had expended in 50 years of ordinary administration since 
the Risorgimento, the period saw a massive increase in the bureau- 
cracy, in the profits of industry integrated into close and fruitful 
relations with the state, and in the size of the working class. Quite a 
few workers avoided the call-up, since their skills on the factory floor 
could not be replaced. As a result, this class frequently had a very 
different experience of wartime from that of the peasantry. 

In November 1918 Italy emerged from its military venture with an 
ambiguous victory. The subsequent peacemaking at Versailles, where 
Foreign Minister Sonnino showed himself peculiarly ill-adapted to the 
ideals and hypocrisy of the Wilsonian ‘new diplomacy’, soon under- 
lined the fact that participation in the war had not amended Italy’s 
position as the least of the Great Powers. Furthermore, Italian society 
had been radically unsettled by the war effort. In 1919 there was an 
even more urgent need than in 1914 to find some way of binding the 
masses to the state system. The vast gap between politics and society 
was made more emphatic by the events of the last year of the conflict. 
Between 1915 and the defeat at Caporetto, successive governments, not 
to mention reactionary and brutal monarchist generals, sought to run 
a war which was traditional in character. As Salandra put it with his 
usual crudity: his Italy was fighting for its sacro egoismo (sacred 
egoism), which meant the preservation and enhancement of the inter- 
ests of the existing ruling elites. Before October 1917 these elites did 
little to explain or justify contemporary events to the masses. Unlike 
all the other combatant states, Italy, after the machinations of 
April-May 1915, had entered the conflict without any union sacrée, 
but rather with the majority of the population at least passively 
opposed to involvement in the war. 

Once Italy was engaged in battle, the requirements of fighting a 
modern war lessened this gap, with soldiers and their families, and 
those new social groups benefiting economically and in status from the 
war, being drawn into seconding the national effort. After May 1915 
Giolitti’s erstwhile parliamentary majority dwindled to the benefit of 
the more conservative side of the Liberal groupings. Poor King Victor 
Emmanuel III had to grow used to being called I/ Re Soldato, despite 
his diminutive stature and homely attitudes. But the real move to 
propagandise the war and to preach that all Italians belonged to the 
nation only occurred in the last 12 months of the conflict. One who 
now joined Mussolini in this cause was Roberto Farinacci, once a 
reformist socialist, then an interventionist and soldier. Summoned 
back from the front to resume his career as a skilled railway worker, he 
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began to act as correspondent for I] Popolo d'Italia in his adopted 
town of Cremona.®> Thereafter he became convinced that Caporetto 
marked the breaking point between the ‘old and the new Italy’.*° As 
his case suggested, at the end of the war the nationalisation process 
retained a freshness and a vigour often by then lost in the other 
combatant states. At the same time, the effect of nationalising propa-. 
ganda remained circumscribed; not all Italians were ready to surrender 
their identities to the nation. Rather, in 1919 much of Italian life was 
defined by a wrangling about the meaning of the war and its implica- 
tions for the future. 

Mussolini’s own First World War had two parts, one military, the 
other political. Though not volunteering,*’ he did accept the draft. On 
2 September 1915 he celebrated his induction into the army, in a piece 
he wrote for his paper®® (hereafter placed under the management of 
Manlio Morgagni).°9 The story of Mussolini the soldier became an 
essential part of the Fascist construction of the Duce, perhaps the most 
essential part. As one windy propagandist phrased it, every 
‘legionary’ of the new Fascist state was both rigidly disciplined and 
enthusiastically romantic because, in the ranks, his personality 
merged with that of the great legionary Mussolini, whose spirit was 
omnipresent and who thus became ‘the creator, animator, and infal- 
lible guide’ of every soldier.% 

A key source for such ranting was Mussolini's war diary, proudly 
released in 1923 by Imperia, the official Fascist party publishing 
house, and reverently read by Italian schoolchildren and Fascist loy- 
alists thereafter.% It had initially been serialised in I] Popolo d’Italia 
between 1915 and 1917. So much has been made of it that it is hard 
to read its pages without reference to the later myth of a Duce, 
which was, as yet, by no means fully developed. Nevertheless the 
diary does contain significant information, both witting and unwit- 
ting. Bersagliere Mussolini believed in what he viewed as the practi- 
cal, as a soldier should, expressing his views in lapidary sentences. 
He was glad to serve at the front: ‘It is war time. So you go to war.’ 
‘Trench life is natural, primitive life’, even if monotonous at times. 
‘Rain and fleas are the first enemies of the Italian soldiers. Guns are 
next.’ 

War, he explained, was ‘grey’, constructed from ‘resignation, 
patience and tenacity’, accepted by all real soldiers ‘as a duty which 
you don’t discuss’. Wartime politics were simple. He said he never 
heard a mention of neutrality or intervention. Peasant soldiers from 
the remotest villages very likely could not comprehend such difficult 
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and unaccustomed words. Returned emigrants, especially those 
from the USA, were the best soldiers, he thought (though he did not 
wonder whether their power and commitment came from their being 
nationalised and/or democratised abroad).% The villagers near the 
Isonzo front were, by contrast, enigmatic about the war: ‘these 
Slovenes still do not love us’, he noted, while the actual paese of 
Caporetto he dismissed as ‘a wretched little Slovene town’.% 
Technology and efficiency were good, but mules were the most use- 
ful aides of the Italian army.%” High on the alpine front (his position 
was for a time almost 2000 metres up), where soldiers had to combat 
an 80 per cent slope and could only move roped together, he even 
had occasion to admire the scenery and philosophise about its 
attractions.%° 

About different ranks and those matters of class which impinge on 
other wartime diaries, Mussolini had relatively little to say. Early in his 
service, he did complain that a colonel could not rouse the troops 
because he insisted on speaking to them as if they were schoolboys, 
not men.% Similarly, he recorded the suspicion of front-line soldiers 
that, through the machinations of a ‘camorra’ of corporals, the best 
rations were purloined before reaching them.’ In his paper, he was 
hailed for his intrepid skills in scabbing for his mates in the trenches 
copious supplies of chocolate or sardines whenever he had the occa- 
sion to visit the company store.'” But mostly he did not cavil at 
barriers between the ranks and was more willing to accommodate 
them than he had been with the differences in class and status in the 
civil and intellectual worlds. There were moments of vanity — he was 
pleased to be saluted as ‘the interventionist journalist Benito 
Mussolini’. He had to recognise, none the less, that he was the only 
soldier in his brigade to read the papers when they arrived sporadi- 
cally from the plain. The snow and the bitter cold were what mattered 
most to his comrades.’ 

At times, he was almost deferential, an unusual quality indeed for 
him to exhibit. In March 1917 he was wounded by shrapnel when a 
grenade exploded prematurely in an exercise behind the front — one 
worthy biographer would claim that a piece had been headed for his 
heart until blocked by a book he was carrying,’? while his paper 
contended that he had endured a fever of 40.2 degrees.'4 As a result of 
his injury, he was introduced to King Victor Emmanuel III, who was on 
an official visit to the military hospital. They exchanged banalities, 
which, throughout the Fascist regime, were replayed as grave and 
significant: 
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‘How are you, Mussolini?’ 

‘Not so well, Your Majesty.’ 

‘Bravo Mussolini! Put up with the immobility and the pain as you must.’ 
‘Thanks, Your Majesty.’ 


In sum, Mussolini's war diary gained in meaning after its author was 
elevated to dictatorship. Of course Mussolini the soldier was a patriot, 
He was moved emotionally when he crossed the border of the Trentino 
across which the Austrian authorities had once unceremoniously 
bundled him. On one occasion he rejoiced that the war acted as a 
melting pot of regionalisms from which a genuinely united Italy could 
be forged 1° Similarly, the war experience confirmed his voluntarism, 
his belief in the triumph of the will: ‘The winner of the war will be 
whoever wants to win it. The winner will be the one who can dispose 
of the greater reserves of psychic energy and resolution.’*”” No doubt 
such attitudes are not easy to reconcile with Mussolini's pre-war 
espousal of socialist materialism. However, on the various fronts of the 
First World War, they do not really amount to a distinctive credo or set 
of values. Corporal Mussolini was, in most ways, a soldier like any 
other. 

This normality, often in the past eschewed by the thrusting Duce, 
was being confirmed in his own home. On 17 December 1915 after a 
bout of typhus earned him first a stay in hospital (and two fraternal 
visits from younger brother Arnaldo)*** and then furlough at home, 
Mussolini formally married Rachele Guidi in a civil ceremony. Nine 
months later, on 27 September 1916, she was delivered of a son, 
named, appropriately for the moment, Vittorio. A second son, the 
conventionally named Bruno, would be born on 22 April 1918. Sister 
Edvige lived for a time with Rachele during that pregnancy." As ever 
relieved of domestic duties, Mussolini on occasion had time to play 
‘some exercises by Liszt’ with his young daughter and favourite child, 
the now legitimised Edda."° 

It was as well to get these family matters straight, because, on I1 
November 1915, Mussolini had fathered another son, called by his 
mother Benito Albino. This other Benito was, it seems, eventually to 
be a casualty of the Second World War.™ The mother of the ill-fated 
child was Ida Irene Dalser from the Trentino, for a time owner of a 
beauty salon in Milan which she sold to her lover’s benefit and was 
thereafter employed for a time on IJ Popolo d'Italia. Her conjugal 
status, as compared with Rachele’s, was sufficiently accepted for 
Mussolini’s commanding officer to send an account of the bersagliere’s 
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illness to Ida, not Rachele — some evidence exists that Ida and Benito 
had undergone a form of religious marriage late in 1914."? And 
Mussolini did acknowledge the liaison and pay Ida a variety of 
alimony. On becoming dictator, acting as so often through Arnaldo, he 
also provided a capital sum at 5 per cent for the life expenses of Benito 
Albino, though he did not bother to see the child.™3 However, the war 
was ensuring that Rachele would win the contest for Mussolini's affec- 
tions against her competitor, whom she took to deriding as la matta 
(the mad-woman), ironically visiting on her rival the soubriquet 
which others had used to describe her husband. Her victory did not 
curb Mussolini's other amours. According to their biographers, 
Mussolini remained smitten by Margherita Sarfatti, who had 
conquered her initial doubts about the war and become a patriot. Her 
own eldest son, Roberto, died a war hero and his sacrificial death rein- 
forced the political sympathies between Sarfatti and Mussolini.™ 
Whatever the character of this office relationship, events had made it 
clear that Rachele would be Mussolini's legitimate wife and the person 
who ran his domestic household. In his patriarchal and Mediterranean 
eyes, there might be other women, but the war had confirmed that 
there was only one Rachele. 

His domestic arrangements might have been becoming somewhat 
less Bohemian, but, in other ways, the great conflict was complicating 
Mussolini’s life. In 1914, among the socialists, he had seemed a star. 
But the Italian entry into the First World War, however much desired 
by Mussolini, had actually dimmed his political influence and 
authority. During the intervento and then in the first years of military 
campaigning, he had been unable to compete with such grandiose 
figures as the lush poet and self-proclaimed world’s greatest lover, 
Gabriele D’Annunzio, wealthy man-about-town and Futurist Chief, 
Filippo Marinetti, and a slew of established Nationalists from philoso- 
pher, Enrico Corradini, to journalist and member of parliament, Luigi 
Federzoni. Compared with such people Mussolini was very much a 
boy from the back-blocks, sprung from a class well below their own 
and possessed of a culture to which their natural reaction was scorn. 
In the estimate of many, Mussolini remained a boorish provincial. It 
was little wonder that the military authorities, believing that he had 
not overcome his subversive past, decided not to send him on an 
officer course." His class and culture, they believed snobbishly, better 
equipped him for the non-commissioned ranks. 

Nor did I] Popolo d’Italia fare well while he was at the front. In the 
weeks before his departure, he had combined vicious attacks on 
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socialists (even Marx and Engels, he now argued, were German nation- 
alists at heart),"° with a strident assertion that production would win 
the war: ‘Work and fight: in this formula lies the secret of victory.’"” 
The present war, he proclaimed, was a people’s war. Italians could be 
as motivated to win it as were French revolutionary soldiers at Valmy 
in 1792." But, after he left office, the rhetorical energy of I/ Popolo 
d'Italia dissipated. His replacements at the editorial office lacked 
Mussolini’s passion and his journalistic and managerial skills — rather 
than increasing the paper’s sales, his manager Morgagni was rumoured 
to spend time and money furtively paying off Ida Dalser’s hotel bills 
and other extraordinary expenses." At the same time, the Fasci d’azione 
rivoluzionaria were fading in significance, even though Mussolini wrote 
from the battle front about their continuing purpose when the age of 
‘’ static” parties’ was over.’° By 1917 the paper was tumbling into finan- 
cial trouble. It was baled out for a while by Cesare Goldmann, a Milanese 
businessman of Jewish origin, and, later that year, was also assisted by 
the giant heavy-industrial, ship-building company, Ansaldo. 

None the less Mussolini’s wounding and hospitalisation occurred at 
a moment of some opportunity. The surviving journalists at I/ Popolo 
d'Italia had made much of their director’s sacrifice. He was, they said, 
the Duce, Garibaldi’s heir, and, if that proud title was not sufficiently 
expressive, he was also labelled ‘The Inspirer’, “The Inciter’, ‘Ours’ .’? 
Others from his circle maintained that he could animate a cause like no 
other.’3 Such outrageous grovelling seemed justified since, once 
Mussolini re-occupied his editorial chair in June 1917, the paper 
quickly regained its initial thrust. Now he insisted that Italians wage 
what was to be called ‘total war’. Though censorship was severe, 
Mussolini, with his accustomed temerity, began to challenge its 
authority as he demanded a ‘real’ government, one that was above all 
bold and would fight ‘the Germans’, especially the Imperial Germans, 
with a will.’4 The pseudo-peacemaking of such feeble men as ‘His 
Holiness Pope Pilate XV’ must be rejected.’5 More and better propa- 
ganda was required to enhance the crucial ‘moral health’ of the army 
and so provide it with a ‘soul’. Greater impulse was needed to give ‘a 
“social” content to the war effort’."*° Mostly his language was tough 
but, on one occasion, Mussolini let slip a residual utopianism; then he 
imagined an arcadian post-war world, where love would replace hate, 
leisure suffering and production destruction. With the return of 
peace, he cogitated briefly, there would be no more ‘convulsions’, but, 
rather, a “’détente” of soul and body’.”7 

The battle of Caporetto ended such happy imaginings. Now 
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Mussolini's most strident past warnings seemed justified as Italy 
lurched to the edge of utter defeat. Against this threat, he proclaimed, 
there must be total resistance, ‘the Nation must be the army, the army 
the Nation’. Italians must display the nobility of their stock and 
march to the beat of ‘one heart only’.9 Socialists and other traitors 
should be treated without respect or mercy.%° Frivolity must end, 
orchestral concerts, theatres, race tracks and coffee shops be closed; 
the whole people must be militarised and behave with soldiers’ disci- 
pline.** Nor should the peasants be forgotten: “To save the peasantry 
for the Nation, land must be given to the peasants’, he wrote emphat- 
ically. The country should be handed over to those who were 
fighting for it.33 In sum, he urged, Italy ‘requires a government. A 
man. A man who has when needed the delicate touch of an artist and 
the heavy hand of a warrior. A man who is sensitive and full of will- 
power. A man who knows and loves the people, and who can direct 
and bend them with violence if required’. Under such a ruler — his 
own choice for the office may be imagined — Italy could wage a ‘war 
which concentrates only on the war’. Then it would at last find a 
‘government which is also subtle and can adapt itself to circumstances 
and situations’. Its line would be simple: ‘for the ingenuous and igno- 
rant, propaganda; for the canaille, lead’.4 

Mussolini's sentiments were still too extreme for many (and his self- 
interest was as blatant as usual), but his thoughts were not out of 
kilter with the times. De Felice perhaps exaggerated a little when he 
argued that Caporetto converted Mussolini from an agitator into a 
politician.35 However, there can be no doubt that the last year of the 
conflict was fought in a new atmosphere, amounting to a sort of 
‘people’s war’. Such novelty gave potential space to a man of 
Mussolini’s class and culture. In December 1917 more than 150 
deputies and 90 senators (including Salandra) joined in a Fascio parla- 
mentare di difesa nazionale (Parliamentary union for national defence), 
again utilising a word which was embedding itself into political 
parlance. Mussolini duly hailed ‘the 152 Fascist deputies’ in an article 
he wrote in January 1918.° New Prime Minister, the moderate Liberal 
Orlando, similarly tried to sound both populist and nationalist, 
hailing expansionism abroad and social reform at home, and appearing 
to promise land distribution to his nation’s ‘heroic’ peasant soldiery. 
Mussolini may no longer have been a Marxist, but again the course of 
history seemed to be going his way. 

He would still occasionally describe himself as a ‘socialist’, but 
there were almost always qualifying phrases. His socialism could only 
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be ‘anti-Marxist’ and ‘national’,"7 he wrote, since ‘to deny the Patria 
means to deny your own mother’.3° Now his ancient antipathy for 
American capitalists was forgotten’ as he celebrated the arrival of 
soldiers of the ‘New World’ in Europe, full of the verve and drive of a 
‘young stock’ (razza) and led by ‘Woodrow Wilson the wise’, a peer- 
less leader who had demonstrated just how ‘holy’ the Entente cause 
was.39 Mussolini still hankered for a ‘dictatorship’, which, he argued, 
could as easily be ‘democratic’ as ‘reactionary’. ‘It is only a dictator- 
ship which can pluck men from where they are and deploy them in the 
best way possible.’ His candidate for this post was, he noted in May 
1918, Wilson, the ‘noble’, the ‘sharp and the resolute’ .“4° When Wilson 
spoke, he assumed the part of Moses, translating Europeans to a better 
world." Even in January 1919, at which time he was urging that 
‘imperialism is the eternal and unchanging rule of life’, Mussolini was 
still saluting ‘Wilson’s empire’, which, he wrote lyrically, knew no 
bounds because it expressed ‘the needs, hopes and faith of the human 
soul’. Wilson, his paper proclaimed, was ‘the magnificent Duce of 
the peoples’ .*8 

Events in Russia, by contrast, appalled. The disgrace of the 
Treaty of Brest Litovsk was exactly what official socialism offered 
Italy in prospect.“4 Leninism entailed autocracy, bestiality, terror 
and chaos," the failure of ‘socialism’.° As he put it after the war 
was over, Soviet socialists were no better than murderers.47 What 
they were doing in Russia, they would, if given the chance, perpe- 
trate in Italy as well. 

A residue of the dialectic could still be found in his mind, however. 
At the end of 1917 he had explained more clearly that what he now 
stood for was the trincerocrazia (rule by those who had experienced 
the trenches). ‘Italy’, he declared, was dividing into two great parties 
— ‘those who have been there and those who haven't been; those who 
have fought and those who haven’t fought; those who have worked 
and the parasites.’* Production was what mattered most (not, as he 
might have once thought, pay and conditions). An efficient adminis- 
tration could easily mobilise 100 000 women to replace physically fit 
men, presently tied up in the factories.“9 In August 1918 the sub-title 
of Il Popolo d'Italia was changed from that of a ‘socialist’ paper to one 
of ‘soldiers [combattenti]| and producers’, and Mussolini's editorial 
declared ringingly that an international of such people was actually 
being born. *° 

In some other matters Mussolini's line was still inclined to swerve, 
however. In regard to ambitions in Dalmatia, he was not yet an out and 
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out nationalist, suggesting in April 1918, with a surviving optimism, 
that ‘moral values’ could outweigh ‘territorial’ ones.* Similarly he 
welcomed the suggestion of greater freedom for India, speaking 
admiringly of what he thought were British ‘step by step’ plans 
there.5? Concerning the League of Nations, whose lineaments were 
now being sketched, he was more sceptical. The conceptual base of 
such an institution, he thought, did not fit the Italian ‘forma mentis’ 33 
Typically, he preferred realism to idealism. ‘The “will to dominate” 
was’, he stated baldly, ‘the fundamental law of the life of the universe 
from its most rudimentary forms to its most elevated ones.’54 Man was, 
after all, driven by a ‘divine bestiality’.55 Darwin weighed more 
heavily on his mind than Marx had ever done. 

On 11 November 1918 came the surprise end of hostilities on the 
Western front, certainly not an event foreseen either by Mussolini or 
by Italy’s leadership. Naturally, Il Popolo d’Italia celebrated the 
victory of the Entente. The fall of the Roman Empire or that of 
Napoleon, Mussolini wrote with what might seem surprisingly nega- 
tive or nervous reference, could not compare with its grandeur. Now, 
he added, ‘it makes you dizzy. The whole earth trembles. All conti- 
nents are riven by the same crisis. There is not a single part of the 
planet ... which is not shaken by the cyclone. In old Europe, men 
disappear, systems break, institutions collapse’.5° Citing Dante, 
Mussolini orated about the prospect that ‘work’ could be 
‘redeemed’ .57 Could the outbreak of peace ensure that real ‘revolution’ 
which he had so often exalted? 

Actually, of course, the conclusion of the war threatened another 
dead-end for Benito Mussolini. With the fighting over, what did leftist 
interventionism now mean? How, still more importantly, could a man 
who was merely first of his relatively humble class win respect and 
influence in a world which most likely would return to the hands of 
the old elites or their sons? It was all very well for Mussolini, still the 
Francophile, to compare himself with Georges Clemenceau, the French 
‘Tiger’, the Architect of Victory and a Jacobin turned nationalist. 
But others might not readily accept the parallel. To win the respect he 
deserved, more political work was necessary, and so, as early as 14 
November 1918, Mussolini was trying to organise a meeting of his sort 
of people: ‘if, in a certain sense, the war was ours, so the postwar must 
be ours’, he stated hopefully.%? They might be called the Fasci per la 
Costituente (Fascists for a Constituent Assembly)."° His newspaper, he 
recalled, in new phrases, had been ‘virile in the Roman manner’. It 
had kept alive its ‘profound hatreds and loves’. It was ready for future 
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battle and future victory.” It could be converted into ‘a great news- 
paper of ideas, news and information’. 

What remained imponderable was just who might join Mussolini 
and to what end. The social policies which he favoured had a radical 
air. But what would leftists make of his comment in February 1919 that 
‘the padrone [‘boss’, ‘owner’] no longer exists’, since the war had 
demonstrated how Italians must work and produce together. 
Moreover, Professor Mussolini still had so many competitors in the 
chaotic ranks of non- or anti-socialist, pro-war, radicalism. Futurists, 
syndicalists, ‘democrats’, the Associazione Nazionale dei Combattenti 
(the main returned soldiers’ organisation), Nationalists, Gabriele 
D’Annunzio and many another hoped that the future was theirs, and 
were convinced that they or their group had played the crucial role in 
Italy’s recent victory, and now knew how best to cash in their part in 
it. 

The political and intellectual world in the early months of 1919 was 
in flux. Two words, however, were affording some encouragement to 
Mussolini, and suggesting that a united approach might eventually be 
possible. They were the obvious word, ‘national’ and the less familiar 
but becoming ever more redolent, fascio. In February 1919 some 20 
Fasci di combattimento (ex-servicemen’s leagues) had sprung up in 
places ranging from Venice and Milan, to Ferrara and Florence, to 
Naples, Messina and Cagliari.©4 On 23 March 1919 Mussolini 
summoned their representatives and a motley throng of other ex- 
interventionists to a meeting in Milan." Among those attending were 
Chiavolini, Farinacci and Marinelli, now joined by Umberto Pasella, 
Mario Giampaoli, Corrado Pavolini, Cesare Rossi, Mario Gioda, 
Ferruccio Vecchi, Marinetti and a number of others.*° All would have 
roles, though varied ones, to play during the Fascist dictatorship. In a 
building overlooking the Piazza San Sepolcro, they presently came 
together to sketch a programme for a national organisation of Fasci di 
combattimento. The Fascist movement was about to be officially born. 
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A the beginning of the first year of peace, Benito Mussolini 
stood at another crossroads. He was 35, the father of three legit- 
imate children and the owner-editor of a newspaper which had made 
a splash in Milan, Italy’s most important city. He had established a rep- 
utation as an able journalist and an efficient manager. He was known 
to labour and to play hard. A colleague on I] Popolo d’Italia, who soon 
after would leave the paper, remembered how his editor loved to shut 
himself in his office between coffees and threaten to shoot anyone who 
interrupted him, a boast which was given a certain verisimilitude by 
the fact that Mussolini, the spokesman of ex-soldiers, was always 
armed. He worked furiously but without the assistance of notes or 
archive. ‘Whatever he read went into his brain cells and stayed there.’ 
Any journalistic underling bold enough to enter his door was attacked 
as producing rubbish, a conclusion which Mussolini regularly reached 
even when he had not seen the piece in question. Mussolini himself 
could write anywhere, and his articles were as likely to be composed 
at the theatre or coffee shop, amid gossiping friends, as at the office. 
This Mussolini was much given to mood swings, ‘a cruel sentimental- 
ist’, aman who combined the ‘ferocity ofa tyrant’ with ‘the hesitations 
of a child’. Altogether he was one who ‘never resisted temptation’. He 
could also laugh at typographical slips (another journalist remembered 
his easy smile’ and many warmed to his ‘geniality’); he joked that his 
children amounted to ‘the printers’ errors of an intelligent man’. 
Among his offspring, he added, the newspaper constituted his ‘most 
perfect child’.? As his regime’s propagandists would love to underline, 
Mussolini honed his knowledge of people while acting as an editor: 
‘Journalism’, he said, ‘led me to understand the human material from 
which politics is made’. 
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A not unfriendly police official reporting in June 1919 to the new 
Prime Minister, the worthy but unimaginative economist Francesco 
Saverio Nitti, amplified this picture, observing that Mussolini was of 
strong constitution. His day began late; usually he did not leave his 
home until around mid-day.4 Having departed, however, he was not 
accustomed to return there until 3 a.m. By the estimate of the time, he 
was tough and manly, although his sexual conquests and his victories 
in duels> might now be written off as boys’ games. He had served in 
the war, and, at a minimum, not disgraced himself. His experiences at 
the front made it easy for him to claim to represent Italian soldiery 
and, in some senses, he did. He could speechify over considerable 
span, adopting a crudely populist tone on most occasions but also 
aspiring to intellectual profundity. Whatever the audience, he could 
be relied on to express views, both spoken and written, on topics 
which ranged from foreign affairs to Milanese city politics. In every 
circumstance as a speaker he sparkled. His ‘emotionality’ and ‘impul- 
siveness’ rendered his words spellbinding, even though he lacked the 
gravitas of a real orator. He was, the report ran on, ‘at base a senti- 
mentalist and his quality in that regard draws him much sympathy 
and many friends’. At the same time, he was a ruthless and brutal 
purveyor of polemic in the debates which were a habitual part of 
Italian political life, especially when they concerned self-defined 
members of the intelligentsia. Rabble-rouser, philosopher, factional or 
party chief, he had sought to master all these briefs, and could make a 
fist of each of them. He was liberal with any funds which fell into his 
hands, the police analysis continued, certainly not personally 
grasping. His conversion to supporting the war, the official believed 
perhaps too easily, had not been won through corruption, but rather 
genuinely reflected his ideals. Mussolini rallied behind his friends 
whatever the cause. At the same time, he was a good hater of his 
enemies. Very intelligent, he knew how to measure men and swiftly 
assay their strengths and weaknesses.° 

In this lengthy appraisal, Nitti was being told that, in the traditions 
of Liberal Italy, Mussolini was a politician-in-waiting. As the police 
report reminded the Prime Minister, the editor of I/ Popolo d‘Italia was 
‘intensely ambitious’ and ‘did not always stick to his convictions and 
ideals’; above all, he would not rest content with second place in any 
ordering of society.” De Felice and his followers* have argued, with 
obvious contemporary political motive, that the Mussolini here 
described still belonged on the left (and always retained a socialist 
humus for his ideas). And yet, in being so fixated on his alleged 
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ideology, they ignore behaviour patterns familiar in the rest of Italian 
history. Take the case of Francesco Crispi, an emblematic figure espe- 
cially because Fascist propagandists loved to depict him as a precursor 
of the Duce. At the peak of his success in the 1890s, Crispi combined 
hard-line conservative politics at home, in which he did not blanch at 
summoning the army to shoot peasant protesters, with imperialism 
abroad (even if it ended in tears at Adowa). In the aftermath of this 
defeat, Crispi’s career collapsed. But more telling is the fact that he had 
begun his political life in the 1850s as a provincial Sicilian lawyer 
committed to the ‘revolutionary’ overthrow of the Bourbon regime. He 
was, in other words, another ambitious boy brought up far from the 
centres of power, favouring ‘revolution’ as a term which more than 
anything else would guarantee his own elevation. After 1860, in the 
society of united Italy, he continued to think of himself as belonging 
to the left. However, his own need for social comfort — a vivid sex life 
was expensive — and the ordinary processes of trasformismo pushed 
him steadily to the right where greater reward and opportunity lay. 

Crispi’s case was an extreme one, but as a rough model it illustrates 
the history of many an Italian politician, both in the Liberal era and in 
the Republic after 1946. In early 1919 there were plenty of reasons to 
imagine that Mussolini might find a similar route to ‘transformation’. 
His lifestyle was unthrifty. He had just moved his family to a larger 
and more commodious flat in the central Foro Bonaparte and he 
retained a fascination with fast cars (in October 1919 he was lucky to 
survive a crash at ill-omened Faenza).’° In 1921 he was to become the 
proud owner of a new four-cylinder sports Alfa." He continued to take 
fencing lessons and to duel. He dreamed of flying.” Nor was his family 
cheap. There were medical expenses when, in October 1918, he caught 
the Spanish flu as did Rachele who suffered the more.? The next year 
baby Bruno almost died from diphtheria.“ Perhaps his mistress 
Margherita Sarfatti paid the bills; she was rich enough to do so and, on 
the edge of forty, she may have been in generous mood. With or 
without her prompting, as he drifted up-market in his patterns of 
behaviour, Mussolini began to cultivate a fresh image, shaving off his 
moustache, wearing collared shirts, and generally aiming at a new 
elegance. 

These personal matters hinted at something more political. There 
was one overwhelming argument why neither Mussolini nor Italy 
could resume pre-1915 life — the First World War and all that it implied 
and had been made to imply. Crispi had twisted his way through the 
thickets of Liberal factional and interest politics. He existed in a world 
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where the suffrage extended to no more than 7 per cent of adult males 
and where the great majority of the population was by definition 
excluded from even a remote influence on the public exercise of 
power. Already, before 1914, this old world was slipping into crisis, 
and the war confirmed that its systems no longer worked. The 
dopoguerra or post-war was to be the ‘age of the masses’, the time when 
politics were no longer constructed from back-room deals but rather 
spoken out emphatically to a public who would need the organisation 
of a mass party and the cultural hegemony of a mass ideology. While 
Mussolini strove ostentatiously to await his call to ‘transform’, both he 
and his social betters glimpsed the reality that ‘new’, post-war politics 
must somehow embrace ‘mass man’. 

In reality the fug of the back-room lingered in Fascist practice (just 
as it lingers in our own world). However, in terms of presentation and 
representation — that is, the marketing of politics, both to the people 
and to financial and intellectual elites — by 1919 it had become neces- 
sary to proclaim that politics reflected the masses’ will and was rooted 
in their needs. Moreover, in any attempt to construct a credible 
programme, recent history, and so the meaning of the First World War, 
bulked large. All politicians had to take a stance on the war. 

Here Mussolini seemed fortunate. In the simplest of understand- 
ings, he had been right about the course and the character of that 
conflict. He had punted on Italy, France and Britain winning it, and 
the Entente, with the belated help of the USA and the simultaneous 
defection of Russia into revolution, had done so. The socialists, whom 
he had abandoned, had tried to pursue an honourable line of ‘neither 
support nor sabotage’ towards the national effort, but their policy was 
too subtle and too virtuous to be explained away polemically. In the 
post-war era, socialism could only thrive if Italian entry into the 
conflict was all but universally accepted to have been a disaster. So 
much human travail had been expended in the fighting that such a 
renunciation of history, however intellectually convincing, seemed 
unlikely to appeal to the majority of the Italian populace. In 191g the 
forces hostile to socialism could rely on a natural electorate of those 
who craved a positive memory of the war. 

To be sure, the impact of the war was rather more complicated than 
it might at first seem. After all, the nation-state, Italy, had proved an 
unreliable victor in the conflict. Indeed, as Foreign Minister Sonnino 
and Prime Minister Orlando were fumbling their aims and propaganda 
during the Versailles peacemaking and drastically failing to re-make 
themselves and their country ‘Wilsonian’,® Italy began to acquire 
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what has been wittily called ‘an honorary loser’ status in the interna- 
tional sphere of post-war politics. Whatever might be thought of its 
wartime sacrifice, Italy had again been shown up as no more than the 
least of the Great Powers and maybe not even that. Mussolini, too, in 
early 1919 could easily be read as one who had personally snatched 
defeat from the jaws of victory. Who, after all, constituted his elec- 
torate and who were his power brokers? The old elites and their 
younger comrades in the Nationalist Association had found 
Mussolini's skills useful throughout the war and especially in the 
period after Caporetto, when Italy’s leaders wanted any help they 
could get to raise national consciousness and steel the determination 
to fight. Mussolini had excelled as a drummer for their cause. But did 
the cause have a future? And how could it be reconciled with 
Mussolini’s own provinciality, his evident limitations as a boy from 
Predappio who had been merely first in his class? It was not as though 
Mussolini had been the only propagandist of a nationalised Italian war 
effort. How could he not now acknowledge the seniority in both class 
and intellectual terms of D’Annunzio, Corradini, Salvemini and many 
other potential new politicians, who, however divided one from 
another, also hoped in the new peace to earn credit from their careers 
as wartime patriots? 

If that was Mussolini’s problem ‘above’, he also confronted evident 
difficulties ‘below’. Whenever he wanted to connect with the masses 
of a class status inferior to his own, what ideas could he use? Were not 
the majority of the Italian people, in processes which again had been 
reinforced by the nature of national participation in the First World 
War, by now committed either to the socialists, or to the Catholics? 
The latter had, on 18 January 1919, published a manifesto announcing 
the formation of a mass party, the Partito Popolare Italiano or PPI, to 
be led, somewhat ambiguously, by a Sicilian radical priest, Luigi 
Sturzo. The PPI and that ancient anti-clerical Benito Mussolini had 
little reason to be friends, while the mutual hatreds of the war stood as 
an impenetrable barrier against any resumption of Mussolini’s 
socialism. As the delegates arrived for the founding meeting of the 
Fasci di combattimento at the building which looked out over the 
Piazza San Sepolcro (Holy Sepulchre Square), Mussolini must have 
wondered somewhat despairingly how he might locate a space 
wherein his promise as a politician could be made good. For the 
present, and, indeed, for most of 1919, there were many grounds to 
fear that time was burying him. In the small print, was he about to find 
that, after all, he had ‘lost’ his First World War? 
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Yet a resurrection did lie ahead, and just over three and a half years 
later Mussolini had accepted his designation as Italy’s youngest Prime 
Minister. During that short period the range of ideas which the Fasci 
di combattimento espoused were hammered into a credible political 
programme. And the indispensable leader of the Fasci, their only 
plausible national political chief, had become Benito Mussolini. He, 
and no other, had assumed the role of their Duce. How, then, did the 
fragility and weakness of March 1919 turn into the political triumph of 
28 October 1922? 

In Mussolini’s Complete Works, as collected and published by his 
admirers in the 1950s, the meeting at San Sepolcro is described glow- 
ingly as ‘the actual birth of Fascism’.° This claim is, however, a 
simplification of the complex state of the Italian new right in the 
spring of 1919. In the gloom of the Second World War, Mussolini 
would, with typically savage cynicism, dismiss those who joined him 
in Milan as men of ‘trifling quality’.'7 At the time, however, it was 
Mussolini himself who was the more obvious bit-player. Among those 
in attendance, for the moment more celebrated and more active than 
Mussolini, were Ferruccio Vecchi and F.T. Marinetti. Vecchi was the 
leader of what he called Arditismo civile, that is, a group which strove 
to chart a peacetime presence for the wartime ideals of the Arditi, or 
crack troops, now discharged from the national forces. Vecchi, tov, 
owned a paper — L’Ardito — and viewed the Mussolinian Il Popolo 
d'Italia as just ‘another anti-Bolshevik’ organ." His movement 
possessed the smatterings of an ideology — Vecchi spoke of a reliance 
on youth, a commitment to compulsory military service and a popular 
army, and a dedication to a reformed education system which would 
genially split the school-day into three hours of formal lessons and 
three hours of sport and gymnastics."? Others of his ideas were still 
more idiosyncratic. Vecchi deemed Milan ‘the sacred city of italianita’, 
and, perhaps to separate himself from Florence-based Nationalists, he 
even dared to doubt adulation of Dante Alighieri, automatically 
accepted elsewhere as the poet who first lit the path to a glorious 
national future. For Vecchi, Garibaldi, a man of action rather than 
words (and not a Florentine), was ‘more of a poet than was Dante’.”° To 
make taut their political will, followers of Arditismo civile, he said, 
should adopt the slogan ‘first the Patria, then the family, then we 
ourselves, then the international’. Rather more passionately, the Arditi 
also pledged their utter opposition to socialism, clericalism and all 
forms of middle-class passivity (borghesmi).”* 

Along with a programme went a ritual — Italians, by definition 
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aware of the Vatican and all its works, rarely forbore for long to claim 
that their ideals were bolstered by a religious impulse from which a 
ceremonial naturally sprang. So the Arditi wore in peacetime the black 
shirts which had marked them out in war; so, too, they developed the 
chant A noi (which might be best translated as meaning ‘Italy belongs 
to us’) meant to signal their unity and their fidelity to the cause.” 
Vecchi was not always a patient lobbyist for his ideals. One unkind 
critic remembered the Arditi wandering from one Milan bar to the 
next, imposing in their black shirts, but otherwise without an obvious 
purpose, ‘talking loudly until boozed into silence’.*} By contrast, a 
more reverent ex-military chaplain wrote in praise of the Arditi's 
youthfully generous chivalry and willingness to fight to the death 
against ‘barbarian’ enemies at home and abroad.* Another fan spoke 
of the the way the Arditi embodied ‘the unchanging genius of the 
national stock’, exuding an Italian élan vital against the leaden heavi- 
ness of Germanism. At the front, they had intrepidly engaged in the 
‘gymnastics of war’; in peace, they would want ‘little formal disci- 
pline, no bureaucracy, the most flexible of hierarchies’. Manly in 
every sense, they fused thought, beauty and action; a new aristocracy, 
they were the enemies of traitors wherever they might hide.*5 

In February 1919, though still believing the Futurists to be too 
verbal and too detached from the mass of ordinary ex-soldiers,?° 
Vecchi had formally met with Marinetti to discuss ways to construct a 
more practical base for this pot-pourri of ideas. Marinetti was very 
much an established member of the local intelligentsia, a person with 
an acknowledged media profile. He was also a man of many contradic- 
tions — the revolutionary critic of bourgeois dullness and tedium 
whose family house was an ornate villa in one of the more sought-after 
streets in Milan;?7 the bold advocate of phallocracy and the end of 
marriage who, in 1919, began living with a much younger woman 
whom he would formally wed four years later and by whom he was 
hen-pecked;”* the strident patriot who never quite abandoned the 
hope of cosmopolitan recognition in Paris. In most eyes, Marinetti’s 
determination to push every issue beyond its logical conclusion as 
well as his exquisitely bourgeois desire to upset the bourgeoisie, 
scarcely rendered him a credible political figure. The tone of an article 
he wrote early in 1919, in which he imagined that the most positive 
result from the war might be the sudden arrival of men from all over 
the world and from ‘the most diverse races ... uniting in disordered 
and rapid coitus with just one woman’ and thus publicly over- 
throwing the traditional family, was hardly calculated to win mass 
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appeal.*? Nor did his demand that the Papacy be expelled from Rome 
in order ‘to free Italy from the Catholic mentality’ seem likely to turn 
into general policy.3° It made Mussolini, for one, write Marinetti off as 
an ‘authentic buffoon’, a man to be disliked and discounted.3' Given 
the Futurist chief’s vagaries, it is not altogether surprising to find an 
acolyte of the movement from Rome suggesting that not Marinetti but 
Mussolini might be ‘the new man’ of whom the movement had 
dreamed and wanted to ‘adore’ .3? 

None the less, among the restless intelligentsia of Milan — people 
who agreed, or said they agreed, with Marinetti that ‘our race outdoes 
all other races in the huge number of geniuses it produces’ — Marinetti 
retained great cachet. On 15 April he and Vecchi turned some of their 
words into actions. After meeting at one of the elegant pasticcerie in 
the Milan Galleria, and proclaiming their vocation as ‘assault journal- 
ists’,33 Marinetti and Vecchi marched to the nearby headquarters of 
the socialist Avanti! and proceeded to sack the place, in what was 
eventually mythologised as ‘the first victory of Fascism’ .34 Mussolini 
himself did not accompany the punitive expedition. However, on 17 
April he tried to make the best out of both worlds, explaining in an 
interview he was granted by I/ Giornale d'Italia, that, although the 
attack had been spontaneous, he himself accepted the ‘whole moral 
responsibility for the episode’.s5 The respectable readers of these 
words were meant to realise that Mussolini was suggesting that he 
could again become a useful ally for Italy’s social elites, a prospect 
which was reinforced when the police showed little interest in 
punishing those who beat up unpatriotic newsmen. The socialist press 
similarly tried to capitalise on the event, preferring to blame the ‘rat’ 
Mussolini rather than the more outré Vecchi and Marinetti, even 
though by doing so they reinforced Mussolini's continuing political 
presence. 

To be sure, doubts lingered about Mussolini's exact political posi- 
tioning. If, beneath their verbiage, Vecchi and Marinetti belonged to a 
right of some kind, others among Mussolini’s associates in these 
months were much more likely to talk about social revolution and to 
sound as if they might mean it. The first secretary of the Fasci di 
combattimento was Attilio Longoni, an airman, but one who had once 
been a railway-worker and syndicalist. His more active replacement 
from September 1919 was another syndicalist, Umberto Pasella.3° 
Mussolini himself, only two days after the San Sepolcro assembly, 
announced that ‘the hour of syndicalism’ had sounded; it was, he said, 
an ideology which could trace a third way between class struggle and 
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class collaboration.3? As A.O. Olivetti, a more subtle proponent of this 
credo, had been stating, syndicalists could find their class identity 
within the nation rather than in opposition to it.3* It was unnecessary 
to be utterly precise ideologically, Mussolini was soon adding, since 
the Fascist movement was an ‘anti-party without a constitution and 
without rules’. It had as yet no ultimate solution for issues relating to 
the monarchy or the Church or even socialism — in April 1919 there 
were rumours that Mussolini had made soundings about his possible 
return to his old party39 — or, indeed, any matter. Fascists were 
practical people who looked to practical choices and foreswore the a 
priori. #° 

Another way to describe this position is, of course, that it was one 
of confusion and opportunism. Certainly, compiling a neat account of 
Mussolini's array of ideas — the journalist kept pumping out his trucu- 
lent pieces in I] Popolo d’Italia — may well be a foolhardy venture. As 
had been true now for almost a decade, one area of Mussolini's exper- 
tise was foreign affairs; those skilled in understanding such matters 
alone possessed the kudos needed by any leader who aspired to recog- 
nition beyond the humdrum world. Readers of the paper could note 
Mussolini's inveighing against Britain, ‘the fattest and most bourgeois 
nation in the world’. Eire and Egypt, he demanded, should be set 
free; Malta should become Italian.42 Woodrow Wilson, whom a few 
months before he had so admired, was now mocked as fundamentally 
‘anti-Europe’ and ‘anti-Latin’, at best a muddled professor.*3 The final 
signature of the Treaty of Versailles, Mussolini admonished in early 
June, did not mark the end of history. Whatever was presently agreed 
at Paris, Italians must not renounce the heritage which had come from 
the decision in 1915 to intervene. Instead, they must proudly recall 
that the great conflict had represented the first war fought by ‘all 
Italians’ since the collapse of the Roman empire.*4 The port of ‘Fiume’ 
(or Rijeka) in the north-eastern Adriatic should not be abandoned; 
whatever the wishes of the new Kingdom of the Serbs, Croats and 
Slovenes, or of ‘international plutocracy’, Fiume must remain Italian. 

The last reference was not the only hint of anti-Semitism in 
Mussolini’s phrasings at this time, an anti-Semitism which, though 
infrequently expressed in Italy, could be found more stridently in the 
pages of La Vita Italiana. This journal was edited by ‘Dott.’ Giovanni 
Preziosi, an unfrocked priest, and boasted among its regular contribu- 
tors the economist Maffeo Pantaleoni, business chiefs Oscar Sinigaglia 
and Dante Ferraris (themselves patriotic Jews), nationalist Corradini, 
philosopher Pareto, and a number of other intellectuals and politicians 


132 


The first months of Fascism, 1919-1920 


of a class and influence superior to Mussolini’s.*° In one of Mussolini's 
denunciations of ‘Leninism’ in Russia, he used words which he might 
have borrowed from Preziosi. ‘Eighty per cent’ of the Bolshevik lead- 
ership, Mussolini remarked, were Jews who, in their secret plots, were 
actually in the service of the Jewish bankers of London and New York. 
‘Race’, Mussolini wrote in words to be invoked again after 1938, ‘does 
not betray race.’47 

Those commentators anxious to argue that Fascism, like Nazism, 
was always committed to ‘a war against the Jews’, emphasise the 
fervour of these phrases.4® More likely, what they signify is 
Mussolini’s chameleon-like ability to take on the colour and tone of the 
discourse which surrounded him. Indeed, hardly had he exposed 
these ‘Jewish conspiracies’ than he was writing in favour of the 
heavily Jewish revolutionaries of Hungary, where their policies could 
be read as putting off social revolution while they tried patriotically to 
defend their country against an invading Romanian army.*® Nor was 
Mussolini consistent in his dislike of financiers and businessmen. His 
first article on the new government attacked Nitti but praised the role 
taken on by Dante Ferraris, the president of Confindustria, the big 
business league, and a regular and generous contributor to nationalist 
causes. Ferraris, Mussolini wrote ingratiatingly, was a ‘self-made man’ 
[sic], a man of action who was committed to saving Italy from social 
disintegration and simultaneously to modernising Italian industry and 
Italian industrialists.5° As if in proof of his new interest in such a 
world, Mussolini, one day in the spring of 1920, braved the floor of the 
Milan Stock Exchange, with a friendly journalist taking pains to 
explain the arcane deals going on there.* 

Despite the breadth and ambition of his commentary on the state of 
the world, Mussolini’s most common phrases were truculently 
directed at the more homely matter of lambasting the mainstream 
socialist party. Socialists, Mussolini typically recalled, had, in 1914, 
taken Italy into a ‘civil war’, a conflict which had still not ended. It 
was not a fight between rich and poor as socialists liked to argue, he 
explained, but rather one between ‘national’ and ‘anti-national’ 
forces, a dispute based not on economics but on mentality. The 
contest was not material but spiritual. 

In other words, despite his yearning for social recognition, 
Mussolini was at his most verbally consistent in his hostility to 
socialism. Nevertheless, as the polemics heated up, the initiative in 
this running dispute seemed to lie not with Mussolini, who, in August 
Ig19, was again reduced to making plaintive appeals for new 
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subscriptions to save Il Popolo d’Italia from collapse,>3 but with the 
socialists. Though they did not cease their cry that Mussolini was a 
‘rat’ who had been bought and sold, another soiled hireling of the 
bosses,*4 the socialist movement had more than Mussolini on its mind. 
Nitti’s goverment was offering the lack-lustre slogan “produce more — 
consume less’55 to an Italy which was drastically dislocated by the 
problems of fitting a war economy, society and polity to peace. Could 
this, socialists asked in hope, and their enemies in fear, be the hour of 
the revolution when, as the words of a contemporary song ran aggres- 
sively, ‘we shall do as they are doing in Russia. Whoever doesn’t work, 
won't eat’?5° New members were flocking into socialist unions and, 
even if a much publicised strike in favour of Russia failed in July (and 
was bitterly condemned by Mussolini and his friends),>” in the elec- 
tion to be held in November the socialist vote promised to be high. It 
was all very well for the Fasci to draft radical sounding programmes 
involving swingeing taxes on war profiteers, a reduction in the voting 
age for men and votes for women, an 8-hour day, the abolition of the 
Senate** and many another leftist cause (even refurbishing the ancient 
catch-cry of seizing ecclesiastical goods).°9 But it was the socialists 
who, during the autumn and winter of 1919, seemed to be riding the 
wave of history and who could afford to deride the small and divided 
Fasci di combattimento. A historian tabulated 16 rival groups who, 
earlier in 1919, had been using the word fascio to describe them- 
selves. Ranging from anarchists to restless bourgeois university 
students, these ‘fascists’ had nothing in common except their name. 
It was true that in August 1919 Mussolini somehow found the funds 
to float a new journal, entitled I/ Fascio, whose aim was to help define 
the movement, and that, by then, the Fasci di combattimento were 
becoming the best known of the competing groups. Even if ‘fascism’ 
could be thus confined, an ample political space for its followers was 
still hard to discern in post-war Italy. One event, however, was about 
to give a new cast to Italy’s postwar crisis and, in the long run, to open 
important opportunity for Benito Mussolini. On 12 September 1919 
poet Gabriele D’Annunzio, saluted by Vecchi as the ‘great Duce’, led 
a band of what were claimed to be 1000 myrmidons, the same number 
who had once accompanied Garibaldi to Sicily, to seize Fiume, a 
humble town of 49000, which speechifying had converted into a 
Great National Cause. There, D’Annunzio established what has been 
called a ‘lyrical dictatorship’,* pledged to defending the city’s ital- 
ianita against all comers. He also flirted with social revolution, 
collaborating with syndicalist Alceste De Ambris in drafting the Carta 
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del Carnaro (Carnaro charter), a document destined to be glossed as a 
precursor of Fascist corporatism.®} De Ambris himself would soon 
break with Fascism, writing bitterly of Mussolini's ‘monstrous egoism’ 
and his ‘crafty political gamesmanship’, which had taken Fascism 
towards a ‘reactionary involution’, made it an instrument of the 
landowners, and betrayed Fiume.% Oblivious to such bickering, 
D’Annunzio, with characteristic advertising flair, sought new propa- 
ganda techniques to win the souls of the townspeople. According to 
some historians, the poet was pioneering the coming modern and 
Fascist worlds.® 

In retrospect, D’Annunzio appears at least as unlikely a political 
figure as was Marinetti. The two poets cordially disliked each other 
and each deprecated his rival’s use of words. If Marinetti (born 1876) 
had tried to be steely, hymning the rise of the machine, D’Annunzio 
(born 1863) had made a name for himself through the lushness of his 
language and the arch pornography of his themes. Each had condi- 
tioned his commitment to a Great Italy with a love of Paris. 
D’Annunzio, who had the higher international reputation, had lived 
for long periods in France. However, he, too, had rallied to Italy’s war, 
been prominent at interventionist demonstrations, and, during the 
conflict, had completed well-publicised expeditions, notably an 
intrepid aerial raid on Vienna on 9 August 1918. Whatever the ambi- 
guity of his past role and present lifestyle, D’Annunzio had become 
identified with the new nationalist cause and was viewed by some, 
and especially by himself, as a credible national leader. 

Not surprisingly Mussolini did not warm to D’Annunzio and his 
little free state. The class and cultural backgrounds of the two leaders 
were wildly different. None the less, both now and later, Mussolini 
sought to utilise any headline which D’Annunzio might stimulate and 
harness any resulting energy for his own purposes. A version of events 
common after 1922 would praise the way in which Mussolini and 
D’Annunzio worked together during the occupation of Fiume in 
sketching the lineaments of a new politics at home and abroad. In 
practice, however, Mussolini evinced little desire to join the poet in 
Fiume, where he had reason to fear that his burgeoning charisma 
would fall under the shadow of the poet’s own and might indeed be 
blighted for ever. Mussolini’s tilting for Fiume was restricted to the 
rhetorical. In I] Popolo d'Italia, he hailed the occupation of the city as 
a grandiose gesture of revolt against ‘the plutocratic Western coali- 
tion’, ‘sharks’ every one.®° The ‘pseudo-economist’ Nitti, he added, 
dulled by the Bourbon mentality that could be expected of a man of 
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the South, could never begin to comprehend such grandeur.” 
Mussolini even made a flying visit to Fiume on 7 October. But that trip 
was designed to publicise a first national congress of Fasci di combat- 
timento — with what would become accustomed military vocabulary, 
Mussolini was calling it an adunata, or muster. With the efficient help 
of Pasella, who did not hide his dislike of D’Annunzio’s silliness, this 
meeting had been summoned to Florence for 9-10 October. There it 
was Mussolini who was meant to cut a figure in the world of new poli- 
tics, not D’Annunzio. In language that was still deliberately opaque, 
Mussolini used the moment to proclaim the rise of a group which was 
‘not republican, not socialist, not democratic, not conservative, not 
nationalist’, but was young and did believe in the cause of the war. It 
was destined to unite in ‘a synthesis of all negations and all positives’, 
especially as its members campaigned against Nitti, Sua Indecenza 
Cagoia (His Indecency, the Shit-Bag).°* 

Rather than sacrificing all for Fiume, Mussolini was directing his 
attention to the fast-approaching national elections in which he was 
standing as a candidate in Milan. In articles and speeches he tried to 
mobilise support and his singing of the Arditi anthem Giovinezza at 
public adunate was directed to the same end.® Mussolini continued to 
stress his ‘lack of prejudice’ philosophically and his determination to 
solve Italy’s problems practically as a soldier might. ‘Only the intelli- 
gent and the strong-willed’, he declared, had ‘the right to decide the 
country’s fate’.”” Ever more blatantly, Mussolini was underlining his 
departure from his socialist past and his willingness to adapt himself 
to those social goals which he had once opposed. 

For the moment, few listened. On polling day, Mussolini garnered 
fewer than 5000 votes in his electorate. The anti-war parties, the 
Socialists and the PPI, were, by contrast, triumphant, winning 
between them just over half the 508 seats in the Chamber of Deputies. 
The socialists alone took 156 and, on 19 November, Avanti! exulted 
that ‘the Italy of the revolution is born’.” Those who wished to save 
the old social order and those who had favoured Italy’s First World War 
had reason to be depressed, even though D’Annunzio remained in 
Fiume. There the poet, too, seemed to be yielding to a new radicalism, 
in what he avouched was ‘the city of life’, an indulgence in revolu- 
tionary rhetoric that distressed such otherwise friendly business lead- 
ers as Sinigaglia. Others noticed that D’Annunzio’s ‘legionaries’, as he 
was pompously calling them, and especially the airmen, sometimes 
sought refuge from their personal travails in cocaine, a drug which was 
becoming common among the post-war beau monde.?3 


136 


The first months of Fascism, 1919-1920 


One who refused to bow to what seemed the new reality was Benito 
Mussolini, even though at the end of 1919 branches of the Fasci only 
maintained a feeble existence in Milan, Turin, Venice, Cremona, 
Bologna and Trieste.” He boldly disguised his electoral rout as ‘a polit- 
ical affirmation’, ‘neither a victory, nor a defeat’ .?5 As for the socialists, 
he prophesied that they would not crow for ever. In the French elec- 
tions, their comrades had done badly. In Italy, there was a yawning 
gap between the socialist vote and the socialist ideological penetration 
of the masses. ‘Strike-mania’ could not last, and the socialist revolu- 
tion was far from completion.” ‘There are victories which are as 
crushing as defeats’, Mussolini concluded,” as he optimistically 
scanned the right for some political space. 

Briefly, his enterprise was interrupted when, in the aftermath of the 
elections, he, along with Vecchi and Marinetti, was arrested on Nitti’s 
orders. The police had uncovered a store of arms which Mussolini and 
his friends were illegally holding. However, almost as quickly, and 
again on prime ministerial intervention, the supporters of the Fasci 
were released, and Nitti ignored suggestions from the Prefect of Milan 
that the weapons-possession charge be prosecuted.” Beset by many 
enemies, Nitti had apparently decided that his sort of liberal should 
not renounce contact with Mussolini, who could thereby continue to 
draw advantage from the prospect of his ‘transformation’. Though 
defeated at the polls, Mussolini had not been expelled from the polit- 
ical stage. 

Indeed, hardly had the electoral excitement settled than there were 
momentary suggestions that Mussolini might be just the man to 
accompany industrialist Ettore Conti’? on an official expedition to the 
Caucasus, where it was imagined the nation might be granted a 
mandate and where local Mensheviks might warm to a personage like 
him. In the pages of La Vita Italiana, Sinigaglia told a nationalist read- 
ership that trade prospects were good but blamed Nitti for not 
pressing ahead with negotiations in that part of the ex-Russian 
empire.®° The mission had been put off. Mussolini, by February 1920, 
with aplomb or effrontery, explained that he was not going to Baku 
because he had realised that it would be unpatriotic to absent himself 
from Italy while the Fiume question remained unresolved.™ Of course 
he had never dreamed of supping with the despised Cagoia. 

What the aborted affair of the Caucasus really signified was that the 
Fasci, despite the bleakness of the current political situation, were 
indeed winning a new set of converts. Among the first was Vincenzo 
Fani Ciotti, a sickly middle-class littérateur (he lived mostly on the 
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Riviera) who published under the pseudonym ‘Volt’. Fani Ciotti had a 
background in orthodox nationalism and had truck with the Futurists. 
But, when he joined Mussolini, he thought of himself as an ‘inte- 
gralist’, one who approved of ‘the monarchy, religion, hierarchy, a 
disciplined concord between individuals and classes, a generational 
solidarity proceeding across time, heredity, family, racial selection, 
dominion, empire’.** The society he most admired was, he said, 
Japan. All history, he maintained, was dominated by aristocracies 
and Mussolini was thus ‘the Duce of an aristocracy which is still to be 
created’.*4 Fani Ciotti, it was plain, embodied a Fascist right which 
tolerated with difficulty the radical chic of Marinetti and Vecchi, and 
which saw little future in Mussolini’s own lingering forays into 
populist syndicalism. 

By the end of 1919, then, many factors were driving Mussolini 
further to the right. The son of Alessandro might retain a barely 
suppressed resentment towards his social betters, and his wife 
Rachele, with a never diminished crassness, might endorse such 
hostility in their domestic conversations, but Mussolini was set on a 
political course which was, above everything else, anti-socialist. Not 
for nothing would his new year’s message to his readers for 1920 urge 
‘a return to the individual’, which almost sounded as though 
Mussolini was readying himself for our own contemporary marketised 
end of history.®*> His friends, and therefore he, too, were determined to 
crush the socialist movement, both politically and throughout civil 
society. In 1920 this determination deepened and spread, and 
‘Fascism’, despite being still highly local in its base and organisation, 
began to exhibit the first signs of a national appeal and purpose. 

The Fascist minister, Raffaello Riccardi, later re-invoked these early 
days of Fascism in the region of the Marche. At his own town of 
Senigallia, just north of Ancona on the Adriatic coast — and a place of 
republican traditions but one where the local middle classes deplored 
what they viewed as socialist violence and lack of patriotism — Fascist 
supporters began in 1920 to assemble at the circolo cittadino, or club 
for more respectable citizens. Indeed, one imaginative youth, sprung 
from what Riccardi described as the more manly of the town middle 
classes, appropriated one of the club’s billiard cues to serve as the staff 
on which to affix the pennon of their infant anti-socialist movement. 
An ex-member of the arditi had purloined a black petticoat from his 
mother’s store and the ‘squad’, as it called itself, inscribed it worthily 
with the Latin tag custodes et ultores (guards and avengers).*° As the 
group’s social activities and ambitions grew, Riccardi was selected to 
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travel to Milan in order to meet Mussolini and bring the local into 
contact with the national. He found the Duce furiously scowling while 
he scanned a newspaper in his office and Riccardi was ignored until he 
explained that he was a Fascist from the Marche who needed to 
acquire arms. In response, Mussolini scribbled an address on a piece of 
paper which he then signed, and promptly went back to his reading. 
Riccardi noticed the dynamism of his future Duce’s eyes, and hurried 
off to collect two bags of revolvers and grenades.*’ For provincials 
willing to be star struck, Mussolini could offer charisma, contacts, a 
ruthless approval of violence and an ability to locate the weapons they 
needed. 

Elsewhere in northern Italy, similar but rather grander events were 
beginning to occur, if at first slowly. In Trieste, a city where ‘Anti-Slav’ 
bands had not been unknown even under Habsburg rule,** Francesco 
Giunta and others were uniting to destroy any opposition which they 
could find from ‘Slavs’ and ‘communists’.%? In the Po valley and 
Tuscany, opponents of socialism grew restive at what seemed to them 
a violent local tyranny in which the poorest classes threatened to over- 
turn all ‘civilization’. In Puglia in the south memories revived of those 
squads which, during the first years of the century, already in one 
town or another were accustomed to stiffen the power of the local 
landowners.%° By March 1920 Mussolini admitted that, personally, he 
did not now mind being labelled a reactionary: ‘the title pleases us, 
because, at the present time, amid the orgy of revolutionary words, to 
be a reactionary is a sign of nobility ... to a minority movement like 
our own’, even though, somewhat apologetically, he also took the 
occasion to reiterate his continuing commitment to a series of social 
reforms.” At much the same time, he again summoned the ‘freedom of 
the individual’ to his rhetorical cause. The state turned into a 
‘Moloch’, he declared, when it tried to be ‘a banker, a lender, 
a gambling-house keeper, a seaman, a bandit, an insurer, a postman, a 
railway-worker, an impresario, an industrialist, a teacher, a tobacco 
shop-owner, a judge, a gaoler and a taxman’. As he adopted one 
verbal gambit or another, Mussolini's conflict with official socialism 
became visceral. After a murderous incident at the Piazzale Loreto in 
Milan, a square destined to play a further part in his history, 
Mussolini wrote that socialist barbarism had outmatched that of prim- 
itive tribes and ‘cannibals’. ‘Those who lynch others’, he observed 
with a menace of his own, ‘don’t represent the future, but rather the 
age of primitive man (a time which was healthier than that of civilized 
man).’93 
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In May, at the second Fascist congress, held patriotically on the 
24th, fifth anniversary of the Italian entry into the war, Mussolini 
concentrated his fire against the socialists, who, he maintained, were 
guilty of being ‘anti-Italian’. From some of his old ideals, he now 
openly back-pedalled. The Vatican’s implicit power could not and 
should not be denied. Although, personally, he confessed to finding 
any religion irrelevant, Catholicism could be wedded to the nation and 
speed the expansion of its power. The monarchy, too, should not be 
lightly abused; rather, the eventual creation of a republic could be 
postponed to an appropriate time. Even the bureaucracy, which he 
had roundly condemned only a month before, had a good side which 
might be enhanced through a pay-rise for the bureaucrats.% Listening 
to Mussolini’s words was a new Fasci directorate, which itself had 
swung openly to the right.% Rejecting his new line were such old allies 
as Marinetti and Vecchi, who failed to renew their membership, with 
the Futurist being especially disgusted by what he viewed as 
Mussolini's toadying to the church. 

While the Fasci thus looked to a fresh political positioning, the Nitti 
administration had entered its unhappy last days. The Fiume issue 
lingered. Socialism swept both urban and rural parts of northern Italy, 
where the poorest peasants extracted improved contractual relations 
from many a landowner, where the ancient and intricate verities of 
peasant class differences seemed to face revolutionary overhaul, and 
where, more generally, the countryside no longer acknowledged the 
supremacy of the city as all decency and order knew it must. The 
Popolari were proving equally intractable and Catholic trade unions 
were almost as demanding of improved pay and conditions as were 
socialist ones. As the economy stuttered, the cost of living spiralled to 
a level four times greater than in 1913. A union demand for a 30 per 
cent wage rise grew strident. A failure even in his area of greatest 
expertise, on g June 1920 Nitti resigned. His replacement was 
Giovanni Giolitti, so dominant and astute a politician before 1914, but 
now approaching his eightieth year and, in nationalist perspective, 
damaged beyond repair by his neutralism during the war. 

The fires of social crisis burned on. In August-September before he 
was properly settled back into the Prime Ministership, Giolitti faced 
the massive problem of the ‘occupation of the factories’, an action 
which revolutionaries hoped would amount to an orderly culmination 
of the summer of deepening social violence. In Turin and Milan, the 
metal-workers’ union FIOM and revolutionary intellectuals like 
Antonio Gramsci seemed about to convert the rhetoric of social 
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revolution into practice. As one factory after the next fell to their 
control, at least half a million workers were associated in their cause. 
So united were the workers that such an emblematic modern industri- 
alist as Giovanni Agnelli of Fiat contemplated accepting some sort of 
worker control. Confronted by this array of unwonted events, Giolitti 
behaved with characteristic (and salutarily ostentatious) caution, 
telegraphing his Prefect in Milan on 11 September with the advice: ‘It 
is necessary to make the industrialists understand that no Italian 
government will resort to force and provoke a revolution simply to 
save them money’.*%” The Prime Minister was also known to be pres- 
suring Italy’s banks to withdraw their support from the more hard-line 
industrialists, and, in apparent accord with his fellow Piedmontese 
Agnelli, talked favourably of workers being granted shares in the 
concerns which employed them.%* 

As ever, at least in the short-term, Giolitti proved the master tacti- 
cian. His belief that the social storm would blow itself out and that a 
Bolshevik take-over was not imminent proved correct. By 25 
September the occupations were finished. There had been, and would 
be, no revolution from the left. Another matter Giolitti did not foresee, 
however. In little over 2 years there was to be a revolt from the right, 
when landowners, industrialists, nationalists and those with positive 
memories of the war united to dispel the spectre of an Italian commu- 
nism and to revenge themselves on those who had in 1920 seemed on 
the brink of power. This triumphant campaign was led by Mussolini 
who, during the months of crisis, had kept up his usual running 
commentary on events, still, on occasion, sounding as though he had 
preserved sympathy with the poor, but always ending by rejecting the 
ideals and actions of the socialists. ‘Class struggle’, he noted, might be 
all very well in some utopia but not in an Italy which needed urgently 
to produce.% Fascists as ever emphasised the practical but ‘our princi- 
ples have been and remain these: to defend the national war effort, to 
enhance the existing victory, strenuously to oppose the imitation of 
revolutionary Russia indulged in by our home-grown socialists’. “We 
are indeed a minority’, Mussolini ran on, in words which adapted into 
one of the slogans of the regime, but ‘a million sheep will always be 
dispersed by the roar of one lion’.*°° All the other anti-socialist parties, 
Mussolini predicted as the occupation of the factories began, were 
destined to dissolve, since they could not, and would not, act with 
leonine courage. Their members must switch instead to the fascisti, 
even if only in a temporary way to achieve a set aim.” The best 
example of this outcome, he added a month later, was already evident 


141 


Mussolini 


in the Venezia Giulia, where a national ‘defence’ against ‘Slavs’ and a 
praiseworthy ‘imperialism’ abroad, could go hand in hand with an 
anti-socialist syndicalism that ensured production and class collabora- 
tion at home.’ Mussolini had long thought of himself as a leader; now 
he was beginning to detect a potential mass of wealthy and influential 
followers. 

As the sun began to shine on his prospects, there was some time to 
relax. In this summer and autumn of Italian discontent, Mussolini was 
not just. busy as an editor and polemicist. Rather, his life was 
enlivened by a new hobby and one which could readily be adapted 
into a new politics — flying. The young socialist who had hailed 
Blériot’s conquest of the Channel now had his own chance to soar into 
the skies. An infatuation with the cult of the air had lingered in his 
mind until, in August 1919, he imagined an empyrean future in which 
the tyranny of distance had been overcome along with differences 
between peoples. Then, he mused romantically, ‘all souls will be fused 
into a single soul’. At the turn of the next New Year, he excused 
himself to D’Annunzio for what might have seemed inattention to 
events at Fiume by explaining that he was contemplating departing on 
a ‘raid’ to Tokyo, and preparing for the prospect of such a world- 
girdling exploit was taking a lot of his time." When, 6 months later, 
that flight did go ahead without him, Mussolini still waxed lyrical 
about it. ‘A flash of green, white and red, Italian, light will stay in the 
skies’, he pronounced grandiloquently, ‘signalling to the infinite what 
Italy stands for.’ ‘Flight’, he continued, constituted ‘the greatest poem 
of modern times’, the contemporary equivalent of Dante’s Divine 
Comedy.*®> 

Mussolini was not alone in expressing these overblown views. The 
air, especially while planes offered a cockpit open to the elements, 
seemed to many a contemporary to exemplify ‘reactionary modernism’ 
and appealed to a world-ranging new right which included Hermann 
Goering, Charles Lindbergh, and a number of Mussolini’s Italian 
friends."°° Among these last were Giuseppe Bottai, who drifted into 
the Fascist movement from a background in Nationalism and Futurism 
helped by his leadership from 1921 of a ‘Roman Club of Fascist 
Flyers’,"°’7 and the Ferrarese Alpino, anti-socialist and patriot, Italo 
Balbo (whose sister had been christened Trieste Maria).'° Later to be 
the Fascist Minister for Aviation, as well as the heavily propagandised 
pilot-commander of intercontinental flights, Balbo had, back in 1911, 
aged 15, tended fires lit to chart the path of airmen dauntlessly 
competing in a race from Bologna to Venice and back, and sponsored 
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by Naldi and II Resto del Carlino.**° By 1921 Balbo was one of the most 
active and significant of Fascist squadrists. Dreams of flight and of 
beating up socialists went together because, in the aftermath of the 
First World War, propagandists were sure that the individual courage 
needed to conquer the air, as the expression went, was fundamentally 
‘Anti-Marxist’."° Darwinism, too, slipped easily into an aerial vocabu- 
lary; and so, despite Mussolini's happy thoughts about a fused 
mankind, did nationalism. Italy, Mussolini typically began to argue, 
must aim to achieve ‘primacy in the air’ and those idiots who objected 
to such a target or who, like Nitti, were penny-pinching about its cost, 
should be swept aside.™ From August 1919 II] Popolo d'Italia featured 
a pagina aeronautica which was meant both to favour the cause of the 
aeroplane and to underline the modernity and technological optimism 
of the Fasci. Mussolini took to defining himself as ‘a fanatic for 
flight’"? and on at least one occasion aimed to stun a meeting of the 
Fasci by appearing dressed as an airman.™3 

Nor was his interest merely theoretical and propagandist. In July 
1920 Mussolini found time from his other affairs to start flying lessons 
at an airfield at Arcore, on the outskirts of Monza, just to the north- 
east of Milan. ‘Prof. Mussolini’ arrived, so his instructor remembered, 
wearing his editor’s get-up: ‘a dark suit, a bowler hat, grey spats’."4 On 
subsequent flights he used the occasion to bring Rachele and the boys 
or Edda with him on an afternoon outing. On one occasion he was in a 
special hurry because he had a duel scheduled shortly after his flying 
lesson."5 Over the next year Mussolini completed 18 flights, lasting 
almost seven and a half hours. In March 1921 he survived a crash at 
the cost only of scratches to his face and a twisted knee — flying was 
still a decidedly hazardous undertaking, even if Mussolini’s instructor 
advertised his joy-flights with the comforting advice that “every 
passenger is insured’."° As a result of his success as a pilot, from May 
1921 Mussolini and a Jewish Fascist acquaintance, Aldo Finzi, were 
gratified by being labelled ‘the first flying members of parliament’ by 
the Gazzetta dell’Aviazione.*” Indeed, throughout his life, Mussolini 
retained pleasant memories of his experiences at this time. Flying had 
something viscerally Fascist or Mussolinian about it as man flew 
heavenwards to challenge the very gods. There were times when the 
working dictator could take control of a plane in which he was travel- 
ling. Contemporaries noted how, even during the dark days of the Salo 
Republic, he sloughed off his usual gloom when again given the 
chance to be his own aviator."* More notoriously, in August 1941 he 
had insisted on piloting a plane in the company of Hitler, who paled at 
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what he viewed as ludicrous, and dangerous, Latin bravado.™9 
Whatever else troubled Benito Mussolini, before and after 1922 it was 
not a fear of flying. In 1920-21, in the open cockpit, he dared both the 
elements and those still Marxist dullards who clung to material inter- 
ests on the ground and swore to strike him down, as, inexorably, he 
conquered the air, and contemplated the conquest of Italy. 
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The Fascist rise to power, 
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’ Po historians, in whose cause biographers are likely 

to be enrolled, are much given to arguing that dictators dictate. 
Great Men are great in their possession of free will; it is they who move 
and shake their societies. Cesare Rossi, an early follower of Mussolini, 
who broke from the movement and then pursued an ambiguous 
personal course in the shadowy world of the secret services,’ has tried 
to counter such a line. Almost all the most characteristic features of 
Fascism, he remarked, came from ‘below’: the use of the Roman salute 
began at Verona; the solemn appeal to the fallen at Modena; the 
kneeling before a ceremonial coffin at Florence; the use of castor oil on 
Anti-Fascists at Ferrara; the employment of trucks to carry Fascist 
punitive expeditions into the countryside at Bologna; the Balilla or 
Fascist scouting movement for boys at Piacenza. “The gestures, 
customs, rites which then spread’, he has explained, ‘germinated 
spontaneously.’ Their adoption by the wider Fascist movement and 
party was a matter of imitation. To his list can be added the wearing of 
the black shirt, the singing of the party anthem Giovinezza and the 
chanting of the slogan A noi — all originated with the Arditi. Much of 
the remaining stage-furniture of the regime was invented either by 
D’Annunzio at Fiume or, more loosely, by the Futurists. The word, 
fascio, was ubiquitous in Italy in the aftermath of the war, while the 
term Duce was by no means at first confined to Benito Mussolini. In 
sum, what historians these days are inclined to call the liturgy of 
Fascism, the medium through which it expressed its message, was 
scarcely inscribed by Mussolini alone. 

But the limits of Mussolini’s individuality and inventiveness were 
not confined to dressage. Certainly, no account of the rise of Fascism 
and of Mussolini to power from late 1920 to October 1922 should 
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assume that the two worked in natural or happy harness. Rather, the 
relationship between the Duce and his movement was a flickering one, 
in which a unity survived uneasily, while a mutual self-interest 
continued to curb the many factors which suggested divorce. During 
these months, so crucial for Italian political history, Mussolini may 
have been turning into the Duce, but it was still not altogether clear to 
what political end and with what social following. 

Prime Minister Giolitti was meanwhile working at his sccustamee 
rhythms and with his usual intent. One issue of continuing concern 
was foreign policy where, he believed, D’Annunzio’s posturing at 
Fiume and a number of other difficulties in the Balkans must end. In 
August 1920 he found reason to evacuate Italian forces from Albania, 
where troops had first arrived on Christmas Day 1914 but where the 
value of a national presence in this poor and unstable land had never 
been clarified. This withdrawal facilitated more general negotiations 
with the Kingdom of the Serbs, Croats and Slovenes and, on 12 
November, the Treaty of Rapallo was signed. Its clauses demarcated 
the border between the new Yugoslav state and Italy in the Adriatic. 
D’Annunzio and Fiume had been by-passed and, on Christmas eve, the 
Italian army moved against the rag-tag force left in the town. A few 
casualties were enough to snuff out resistance and D’Annunzio, who 
had been shouting to the heavens o Fiume, o morte (either Fiume or 
death), found his own third way by fleeing back to Italy on 18 January 
1921. This Duce, as his admirers had been accustomed to call him, may 
have possessed ‘limitless charm’ and a seductive prose style,? but he 
plainly lacked staying power. 

Benito Mussolini was an onlooker to these events, well aware that a 
rival was being weakened and humiliated, if not totally eliminated as 
a possible leader of the new right. It was true that, later in 1921, a 
crisis in the Fascist movement would revive suggestions from such 
local chiefs as Balbo and Grandi, now a lawyer with offices in 
Bologna,3? that D’Annunzio head the Fascist movement.4 Similarly, 
D’Annunzio’s name would resurface in the jockeying for political 
authority in October 1922, though the poet was then hampered by 
injuries sustained in a fall from a palace window.® In every case 
Mussolini found the right tactics to counter the poet’s allure. After 
1922 he would confine him to the Vittoriale, a palace near Salo, where 
D’Annunzio could architecturally express his syncretic soul, rejoice in 
his titular elevation to Principe di Montenevoso, and surrender all 
political influence.? D’Annunzio’s charisma had wasted while 
Mussolini's had grown. 
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In 1920, while the Fiume occupation lasted, Mussolini’s approach 
was straightforward enough. He penned his regular commentaries on 
foreign affairs, aware that he could not let himself appear as lukewarm 
as he probably was about D’Annunzio’s adventure. Mussolini's 
rhetoric about foreign affairs was thus sharp and aggressive. Fiume 
must be annexed; Versailles revised.® Italy, he urged, should have the 
courage to aspire to a ‘world policy’. A ‘young people’ must be ‘impe- 
rialist’® — only Italy had offered the Albanians of Valona (Vlora) some 
hope; without the Italian presence the locals would return to scrab- 
bling around in the dirt outside their ‘primitive huts’. As he had 
done the year before, Mussolini even dabbled in the vocabulary of 
Anti-Semitism, narrowing his definition of who might constitute the 
nation and contradicting his recent enthusiasm for the free individual. 
‘Italy’, he remarked, ‘did not know Anti-Semitism and we believe that 
it will never know it.’ However, he continued, Zionism was beginning 
to threaten this tradition of tolerance. So far, Italian Jews had gener- 
ally been steadfast in their willingness to sacrifice their blood ‘for this 
our adorable homeland’ and probably they would be smart enough 
always to do so. If they were not, he predicted with a hint of menace, 
Anti-Semitism would begin to grow ‘in the one country where it had 
never been’ .? 

What is to be made of these last observations? Despite Mussolini’s 
clichéd gainsaying, a latent element of Anti-Semitism did exist in Italy, 
especially on the Catholic right, and a smattering of prejudice lurked 
in the minds of many Italians. In what was becoming Mussolini’s own 
circle, La Vita Italiana continued to declaim against ‘the Jewish inter- 
national’ —in a particularly shrill article in August 1920 editor Preziosi 
claimed that David Lloyd George was of Jewish origin. If that ‘fact’ 
was not disturbing enough, Preziosi went on to retail the story of the 
Protocols of the Elders of Zion which, at that moment, had wide 
currency outside Italy being, for example, believed by the London 
Times. As far as Preziosi was concerned, the Protocols justified his 
longstanding view that revolutionaries from Marx to Trotsky worked 
hand in glove with international banking and stock-broking from 
New York to Warsaw, and all nefariously aimed to victimise Italy. 
Mussolini never seems especially to have warmed to Preziosi — he was 
said to have told a friend that the ex-priest was marked by the evil 
eye."4 What Mussolini's own Anti-Semitism best reflected was a combi- 
nation of his conscious desire not to be outdistanced on the right — if 
nationalist circles were going Anti-Semitic, then Mussolini would 
move that way, too — and what would become a familiar but less 
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conscious tendency for Mussolini to parrot the ideas and attitudes of 
those surrounding him. Under the dictatorship, too, his own position 
was often heavily influenced by the views of his latest interlocutor. 
Certainly, Mussolini's Anti-Semitism, if that is what it was, settled 
back beneath the surface of his mind, while the Duce proceeded with 
his love affair with Margherita Sarfatti, his friendship with Aldo Finzi 
and his welcoming of the considerable number of patriotic and 
socially conservative Jews who favoured the growing Fascist move- 
ment. 

Similarly, Mussolini’s more general observations on foreign affairs 
should probably not be taken as seriously or literally as they have been 
by those critics anxious to prove that, from beginning to end, 
‘Mussolini meant war’. The first intention of his words remained what 
it had been when; on Avanti! or even at La Lotta di Classe in his 
socialist past, he had striven to make a name for himself by flaunting 
his expertise about the great world. Politicians of national stature held 
views about international affairs. Mussolini was, or wanted to be, a 
politician of national stature. Therefore, he must never forego the 
chance to express opinions about Italy’s place at the tables of diplo- 
macy. In these circumstances, no one should have been too surprised 
to learn that, despite his fiery nationalist verbiage, Mussolini readily 
accepted the realism of Giolitti’s deal at Rapallo® and swiftly adapted 
to the new arrangements in the Balkans. Without trumpeting the 
matter, he had opened contact with Giolitti as early as October 1920, 
and exchanges of ideas continued through Alfredo Lusignoli, the 
prefect of Milan. Mussolini even met Foreign Minister Sforza, seem- 
ingly assuring him that his backing of D’Annunzio had its limits.” 
Italy, he now wrote with a decided switch of tone, had a profound 
need for peace. Only ‘madmen or criminals’ rejected this truth and he 
took the opportunity to berate members of Nationalist Association in 
Rome who, he charged, were obsessed about sovereignty over every 
little island in the upper Adriatic. They were anachronistically ‘impe- 
rialist’, he wrote dismissively; by contrast, his Fascists were merely 
healthily ‘expansionist’."* The Mussolinian line on foreign policy, 
Giolitti and Sforza might be expected to understand, could trace many 
twists and turns. 

Whatever he said about the international situation, Mussolini's real 
concerns were domestic. Trieste and Venezia Giulia, where the inten- 
sity and success of ‘border fascism’ increased every day, provided a 
meeting between the two worlds. In these newly annexed territories, 
Mussolini was proclaiming as early as June 1920 there could be no 
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compromises over the political and ethnic victory won in the war. 
Right-thinking Italians, he urged in phrases which delighted local 
supporters, must “energetically clean-up [sic] Trieste’. (Here indeed 
was a metaphor with a future in the region.) The city so far had not 
been fully annexed; it must be, through a process of ethnic and class 
cleansing in which both internationalist socialists and ‘Slav’ elements 
should be purged.” In September Mussolini gave a major speech at 
Trieste in which he invoked more stridently than in the past the ‘glory 
that was Rome’ and that Italian primacy which was allegedly evident 
in hydroelectric technology and many other fields. ‘Every modern 
man’, he added pompously, as though again donning the gown of 
‘Prof. Mussolini’, had read Cervantes, Shakespeare, Goethe and 
Tolstoy. But Dante was still the best. Bountifully enriched by past and 
present, Italians could dismiss from their minds both their own social- 
ists and the Bolsheviks of Russia, whose Soviet regime in reality 
amounted to ‘a dictatorship by a handful of intellectuals’, who had 
nothing in common with ‘real workers’ .”° 

When, later that day, Mussolini cabled the office of I] Popolo 
d’Italia with news of his visit, he revelled in the ‘marvellous’ local 
Fascist movement. In all Venezia Giulia, he declared gleefully, the Fasci 
now dominated local politics; the terrain there had proved ‘wholly 
favourable to ... [Fascism’s] development’. To the horror of its socialist 
or catholic rivals, Fascism’s own syndicates or unions were starting up 
everywhere. The evident advantage gained by the Fasci over their 
rivals owed much to ‘the national struggle’, to the assertion of Italian- 
ness over ‘Yugoslav megalomania’ and ‘Slav ... racial rancour’. Ethnic 
difference, it seemed, possessed propulsive qualities politically which 
were easier to direct than was class conflict. ‘It could well be that the 
Fascists of Venezia Giulia signal the commencement of a great move- 
ment of national renewal and constitute the generous and tough 
vanguard of an Italy about which we dream and for which we 
prepare’ .”" He did not add that provincial Fascists had been able to rely 
on tacit support from the local representatives of the Italian govern- 
ment who had, for example, turned a blind eye when, in July, Fascists 
burned down the Hotel Balkan, a Slovene redoubt.”? In their hearts, 
army, police and prefects agreed with the Fasci that violence in the 
cause of Italian ethnicity was not violence at all. They did not object 
either when Francesco Giunta justified salutary Fascist violence on the 
grounds that the national government had ‘gone missing’ in the newly 
annexed territories of Italy’s north and east. 

But what of violence in the cause of class? The failure of the 
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occupation of the factories had brought to the surface that social 
element which, already before September 1920, had been resentful of 
socialist gains, be they political, economic or cultural. Now these 
‘agrarian fascists’, based especially in the Po valley, Tuscany and 
Umbria, where socialism was for the moment powerful and even over- 
weening — and where a modernised agriculture, ever more ruthless 
and competitive in its class relations, spread — were becoming 
Fascism’s certainly most numerous and perhaps most influential mass 
base. Even liberal Luigi Albertini, the editor of I] Corriere della Sera, 
defended ‘holy reaction’ in such places.%4 So widespread was the 
sympathy among Italian elites for the move against the socialists that 
it would be foolish to think that Mussolini himself was in direct 
control of ‘crusades’ assembling in Florence, Modena or the rest. His 
task, rather, was to ride the political groundswell which resulted, and 
so remain the national leader of what was still overwhelmingly a local 
movement, or a series of local movements. If he spoke as a convinced 
nationalist in Trieste, in these other regions he must sound ever more 
fervently an enemy of peasant socialism and all its works. 

In this part of Fascism’s rise the examples of Bologna and Ferrara 
were emblematic. In these two historic centres on the Po plain, 
Fascism sank early and profound roots. In the latter city, case studies 
have explained, socialism was destroyed by its success. The region had 
already been a place of unionism and social violence before 1914.” 
Despite some momentary gains for a ‘third way’ favoured by Calabrian 
syndicalist Michele Bianchi, who was active there,”° a contest was 
developing between the poorest of the local peasantry, the braccianti 
or landless day labourers, and the landowners, and the crisis re- 
emerged in the dopoguerra worse than before. Complicating the matter 
were sharecropping and other middling peasants who traditionally 
had been very aware of the differences in status between their families 
and those of the braccianti. Socialism, especially as embodied in the 
peasant union Federterra, tried to embrace both. In August 1920 
Federterra claimed 74000 members in Ferrara province alone, the 
highest tally in Italy (Bologna came next with 73 000).?7 This mass 
following was, however, poorly instructed in union principles and 
practices, and was riven by potential disaccord. 

In 1919 Fascism had briefly materialised at Ferrara with syndicalism 
as its main programme, although a local futurist and Ardito, Olao 
Gaggioli, had acted as his city’s representative at Piazza San Sepolcro.”® 
By the end of 1919 the Ferrara fascio had, however, collapsed. It 
revived towards the end of 1920, with Gaggioli unrepentantly urging 
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violent retribution against socialist ‘robbers’. His Fascists were rich 
and ‘modern’ enough to assemble a pool of trucks in which to sally 
forth from Ferrara in ‘raids’ against socialist meeting places in the 
countryside. Local socialists had been intransigent, both in their 
rhetoric and their tactics, scandalising landowners by strikes at 
planting time and again when harvest was due. In early 1921 socialist 
power collapsed before the better armed and more ruthless Fascists 
and also because of social divisions that remained unresolved among 
the socialists. The greater matter then became the character of local 
Fascism, where a contest grew between Gaggioli and the more socially 
respectable Italo Balbo, who, then and later, got on well with the 
prominent Jewish community at Ferrara.”? A dispute also simmered 
between the movement's local organisation and headquarters in Milan, 
which strove to limit the almost complete independence of Ferrarese 
Fascism, and to exact a financial tribute from what was evidently a 
flourishing movement.3° The authority of the able, ambitious and 
cynical Balbo3* continued to expand, as did a structure of Fascist 
unions, sometimes composed of unwilling members assembled at gun- 
point, but none the less pledged to offer some social ‘justice’ and not 
merely to second bullying by the large landowners. The more left- 
leaning of local Fascists, however, began to find themselves excluded 
from influence and advantage, and Gaggioli and his friends eventually 
abandoned the movement. By the summer of 1921 Balbo had turned 
away from too intense a concentration on native Ferrarese affairs in 
favour of a ‘foreign policy’. His ‘squads’ now drove their trucks in the 
Fascist cause over the provincial borders to Venice and Ravenna. On 10 
September 1921 the sensational ‘March’ of 3000 squadristi on Ravenna 
was patriotically timed to coincide with the raising of a monument to 
the poet Dante who was thought to be buried there, and became the 
occasion for a brutal cleansing of the city’s ‘Reds’. To show their 
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by solemnly filing past the poet’s tomb.3? By February 1922 Balbo was 
loudly demanding that Fascists venture still further afield and 
‘conquer the nation’ .3 

In Bologna the story was similar. Again a social crisis had threat- 
ened before 1914, even though the mainstream of local socialism was 
responsibly reformist. Dante Ferraris, who, along with sugar inter- 
ests and arms manufacturers, was prominent locally in right-wing 
causes provided finance for the Nationalist Association's paper, 
L’Idea Nazionale.34 In the dopoguerra, the social conflict had deep- 
ened, especially when the socialists polled 63 per cent in Bologna 
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city in the elections of November 1919. Il Resto del Carlino com- 
mented meaningfully that the real losers from this figure were ‘mod- 
erates’; indeed moderation, the paper mused, might no longer be a 
tenable political stance.35 Until the election result had its effect, the 
Fasci were pitifully weak, in August 1919 counting 15 members who 
favoured a still radical programme, and in December numbering as 
few as six.3° By the next year, however, the movement had been 
taken in hand by the activist Leandro Arpinati, an old acquaintance 
of Mussolini, who could boast of having once been an anarchist and 
then an interventionist, but who now was willing to do business 
with local elites.37 In November 1920 an armed attack on the Palazzo 
d’Accursio, seat of the socialist city administration, underlined what 
sort of business the Fasci meant. The murderous violence involved 
was endorsed editorially by Mussolini who wrote: “The reality is 
this. The socialist party is a Russian army encamped in Italy. Against 
this foreign army, Fascists have launched a guerrilla war, and they 
will conduct it with exceptional seriousness. 3®° Thus endorsed, 
Bolognese Fascism began to bloom, nurtured by both provincial 
landowners and urban commercial interests, though Arpinati’s hum- 
ble origins — he let it be known that, after his marriage in June 1921, 
his accommodation still did not include a kitchen and his wife 
cooked on a portable stove}? — somewhat restrained the movement's 
conservative drift. Squabbles recurred between Arpinati, who, in his 
paper euphoniously entitled L’Assalto (Assault), had not ceased to 
invoke an inheritance for his ideas from Andrea Costa,4° and the 
more socially respectable Grandi. 

Elsewhere in the Emilia-Romagna, the picture varied. At nearby 
Reggio Emilia, no class fudging was needed since Ottavio Corgini, the 
founder of the Fascist movement in the province, doubled as President 
of the Reggio Chamber of Agriculture.4" By contrast, in Mussolini’s 
home province of Forli, the movement was feeble, despite inaugura- 
tion at a resonant site beside the Rubicon river in April 1921 (Fascist 
signorini had arrived by car and proceeded to harangue the assembled 
peasantry who seem to have been bemused by the experience); neither 
Forlimpopoli nor Predappio would have a party branch organised 
until September 1922.” 

Anti-Fascist observers of Fascism, both in the region and especially 
in the city of Bologna, recognised the movement's social conservatism, 
even while admitting that it attracted ‘those who enjoyed carrying 
arms’ and exhibited a certain social and ideological heterogeneity, 
amounting less to a revolution than ‘a convulsion of the middling 
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classes’. As one disillusioned ex-republican Fascist put it in the 
autumn of 1921: 


Every region, every province, possesses its own Fascism. Most often 
agrarian in the Emilia, nationalist and conservative in the Veneto, irre- 
dentist and provocative towards Slavs and Germans in the border 
territories to the east and north, sparked in many small towns by 
private vendettas or conflicting local interests, it is nonetheless, either 
with its syndical organisation or with its squads of thugs, in fact 
working for the richest part of society.44 


Its programme might seem to have many colours, but the battle which 
Fascism waged was fundamentally directed to winning the class war 
against the socialists.‘ 

To the south of these regions, the social crisis was not so acute, the 
interests of the usual ruling elite not so threatened and Mussolini's 
own attention was rarely engaged. In the Abruzzi, for example, 
Fascism was slow to develop. All the same, in 1920 Giacomo Acerbo, 
later to be a Fascist minister, was emerging as its local chief, a role 
which would be confirmed by the April 1921 elections. Acerbo (born 
1888) was a sprig of a distinguished local bourgeois family, and, before 
1914, had been experimenting politically as a Giolittian. He had 
favoured intervention in the war, however, and was to serve in it with 
distinction. One of his brothers, a captain in the celebrated Sassari 
Brigade, lost his life at the front. After 1918 Acerbo participated in the 
uncertain politics of the Associazione Nazionale dei Combattenti, 
emerging as uncontested leader of the movement in the provincial 
capital, Teramo.*° Once an admirer of D’Annunzio, who had been born 
at Pescara, the regional capital of the Abruzzi, Acerbo now evinced 
both a fervent nationalism and a relative social conservatism, hostile to 
those in the ANC who talked carelessly about deals with the socialists. 
By February 1921 Acerbo was occupied ensuring that his strain of 
conservative Fascism out-distanced the more radical variety still 
strong in the rival provincial centre of L Aquila (where the eventual 
Party Secretary, Adelchi Serena, was commencing his rise).47 Local 
landowners had decided to favour Acerbo’s cause and were presum- 
ably cheered when he organised a March on Vasto, then a socialist 
stronghold.4* By 1922 Acerbo was widely acknowledged as the ‘new 
man’ of the Abruzzi, although a sceptical historian might doubt most 
of his claims to novelty, and after 1922 many of the systems and struc- 
tures of what had once been called giolittismo were again evident in 
what had become his Fascist fiefdom.*9 
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Further south still, in Sicily, Fascism was almost non-existent. None 
the less, there in 1919 Prince Pietro Lanza di Scalea, a member of the 
local nobility but destined to be a Fascist Minister of Colonies (and 
rumoured a patron of the Mafia), °° urged the need for a Partito 
economico, pledged to ‘defend to the uttermost’ the existing system 
against any social threat. That year and the next there were some land 
occupations and other signs of social radicalism in parts of Sicily, with 
the Catholic PPI being an important local presence. However, in the 
elections of November 1919, unlike in the north, the old liberal bloc 
held. During that year, a few Mussolinian Fascists appeared in Palermo 
under the leadership of a revolutionary syndicalist, but they did not 
obtain a following and their organisation soon collapsed.» By the time 
of the elections of 1921 a different sort of Fascism had made its pres- 
ence felt and was led by a lawyer, Gennaro Vilelli, from Messina, and 
an archaeology teacher from Palermo, Biagio Pace, the latter destined 
to become a major propagandist of Fascist imperialism.» It was still, 
however, a meagre and divided movement. Social violence in the cause 
of the existing elite was left in the hands of ‘the Mafia’>4 in an envi- 
ronment in which socialists did not exaggerate when they stated that 
‘it is enough to be a socialist to know that you may not wake up the 
next morning’.® The Sicilian version of liberalism had never flinched 
from utilising violence in defence of the social order. 

In the spring of 1921, then, Fascism, in one version or another, was 
a rising phenomenon as the tide of socialism was turned back in every 
locality. By May Fascists controlled most of the Venezia Giulia and the 
Po valley — in Mantua a student group called Terza Italia fused with 
the more nationalist returned soldiers and turned Fascist.5° Equally, 
the Fasci had seized authority in the Piedmontese provinces of 
Alessandria and Novara, and in Tuscany — where, in Arezzo province, 
motorised squads were known to stay out on their ‘expeditions’ for 
five days’ — Umbria and even Puglia.5* The casualties of this offensive 
mounted: between January and April the official total was 105 dead 
and 431 injured; from April to May a further 102 dead and 388 
injured.°? Notorious was the sacking of Empoli, an industrial town to 
the west of Florence where, on 1 March, invading Fascists taunted 
local socialists with the cry: ‘Either leave Empoli, or you will stay in 
Empoli for eternity.’ 

As the front of this social war moved on, Mussolini's task, as leader 
of the variegated Fasci movement, was an intricate one. The provin- 
cials in their energy and determination should continue their 
quasi-military operations, but they should not forget their obeisance 


154 


The Fascist rise to power, 1920-1922 


to the one who alone possessed the charisma, the drive and the 
contacts to be their Duce. Simultaneously, the politicians in the great 
world, and especially Giolitti, should remember Mussolini in their 
plans and policies. Mussolini would have to speak with many voices. 
At the same time, he needed to think harder about the institutionali- 
sation of what was after all still a ‘movement’, not a party, and about 
its financing. In October 1920 the bourgeois paper Gazzetta Ferrarese, 
in sentiments which expressed a feeling among many of the liberal 
elite, had yearned for a ‘Man’ to take the country in hand: ‘If this man 
arises, he will earn for himself a unanimous national consensus.’® 
Mussolini had to ensure that he, and not Balbo or another squadrist 
chief, or, worse, Giolitti or some old politician, was the figure who was 
most widely acknowledged as ready, willing and able to assume this 
role. 

There were many reasons, then, why Mussolini’s ideological line 
remained adaptable. He welcomed the new year with another of his 
disquisitions on economic liberalism. The Italian state, he wrote, in 
words which must have been, and must have been meant to be, music 
to those industrialists willing to nourish his movement financially, was 
overgrown. ‘Every state-owned concern is an economic disaster’, he 
declared, again displaying his apparently impeccable economically 
liberal credentials. The state doubtless needed to run many things, but 
business was not among them. No doubt, Fascism stood for the rein- 
forcement of the ‘political state’, but, at the same time, it favoured the 
‘gradual demobilisation of the economic state’.°? He, and his backers, 
also agreed in welcoming the split of the socialist movement. At the 
Congress at Livorno in January 1921 the Partito Comunista d'Italia 
was born, amid events which demonstrated that the Italian Left had 
been driven into a new hesitancy and confusion as a result of Fascist 
assaults.°3 Not even communist ideologue Antonio Gramsci’s sarcastic 
dismissal of Mussolini’s movement as composed of ‘monkey people’, 
those who ‘make news, not history’, could conceal the deteriorating 
condition of the Italian Left. 

The problems in the agrarian world also deserved comment. The 
Fasci, Mussolini explained, were indeed committed, eventually, to a 
solution whereby land was acquired by those who worked it. 
However, any move towards greater social equality would be slow. It 
could only be achieved with national agreement and so without any 
damage to the economy.®> Meanwhile, attacks on peasant socialism 
must proceed, not because the Fascist movement was intrinsically 
violent, but rather ‘out of surgical necessity’. ‘Chivalry’, Mussolini 
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remarked piously, should never be renounced on his side of politics. 

The key matter was, however, the elections which Giolitti was 
calling for May. Our programme, Mussolini announced ‘without false 
modesty’, was ‘to govern the nation’ with those policies ‘needed to 
ensure the moral and material grandeur of the Italian people’. Fascists, 
the Duce again explained, eschewed ideological dogmatism: 


We permit ourselves the luxury of being aristocratic and democratic, | 
conservative and progressive, reactionary and revolutionary, accepting 
the law and going beyond it, according to the circumstances of the 
time, place and environment, in a word, of the ‘history’ in which we 
must live and act.®® 


One who did not dislike the sound of these words was Giolitti himself. 
The Prime Minister, rather bemused by the new post-war world of 
mass politics, had decided to gamble on a loose ‘National Bloc’ into 
which Fascist candidates were to be welcomed. Mussolini did not 
demur, explaining philosphically that ‘life for those who do not wish 
to spend it in some remote lonely ivory tower, demands certain 
contacts, certain deals and, why not say the terrible word, certain 
compromises’. Anyway, he added, a National Bloc, stiffened by the 
presence of Fascists, would soon march to a Fascist rhythm and with 
Fascist éclat. They would no longer be ‘Giolittian’ in the old sense. 
Neither the squadrists of Central Italy nor the nationalists of border 
Fascism had cause to worry about the ‘brilliant’ arrangement which he 
had reached. °9 

Giolitti was confident, too, telling Sforza that the Fascists were but 
‘fireworks: they'll make a great deal of noise but only leave smoke 
behind’.”° It was an unjustified confidence. Giolitti’s days of managing 
politics were coming to an end. It was true that, in the elections, the 
divided socialists lost about 20 per cent of their members of the 
Chamber of Deputies. But thereafter, sounding a jarring parliamentary 
note, at least 35 Fascists took seats in Rome (less discordant may have 
been the fact that 16 of them were lawyers).” Among them was 
‘Professor Benito Mussolini’, the fullness of whose ‘transformation’, it 
was swiftly plain, was not what Giolitti had wished. No sooner was he 
elected than Mussolini announced that the Fascists would assemble on 
the extreme right of the Chamber, while associating themselves with 
the opposition. As so often, Mussolini tried to convey more than one 
message. Still ‘tending to be republican’, his Fascists did not want to 
be confused with members of the Nationalist Association who, perpet- 
ually lacking a mass base, counted only 10 members in the new house. 
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Fascists, Mussolini pronounced, constituted ‘an aristocracy of thought 
and deed’, and, in their bright honour, were outdistancing the class- 
bound Nationalists; the Fascists, and only the Fascists, were the 
winning movement of the new Right.” The complacent bourgeoisie, 
he added aggressively, was as much the movement's enemy as were 
socialists; Fascism, strengthened by its genuine mass base, had ‘lead 
and fire’ ready for them, too. After all, Mussolini was soon empha- 
sising, he disliked everything about parliament, its way of seating 
members, its assumptions about oratory. In its cosy gentlemanliness, it 
fostered too much ‘useless chatter’. Better would be a tribune where a 
‘tough guy’ like himself could ringingly speak his mind.” The Fascists 
were entering the halls of traditional national power flaunting their 
disrespect. Since they sprang from the soldiers’ world in the recent 
war, Mussolini pledged that they would behave in parliament like a 
‘homogeneous, organised and disciplined platoon’, determined to act 
rather than talk.” If the old elites were intending to welcome Fascism 
to their bosom, it would have to be on Fascism’s terms. The shirt of war 
could not be doffed; carpet-slippers (the latter remained a pet hatred 
of Fascist rhetoric concerning bourgeois softness while Mussolini, 
contemporaries noticed, slept in his underclothes like a real working 
man and did not own a pair of pyjamas) must now be renounced for 
ever.7° 

Actually, Mussolini's position was neither as adamantine nor as 
puissant as he claimed. Often in the past, he had excoriated the 
corruption and vice of the national capital. But as a member of parlia- 
ment (even if one patronised by old leaders who on occasion still had 
difficulty spelling his name),7’ he possessed profound hope that the 
future would bring still more advantage. In the interim, Mussolini 
took up residence at the elegant Hotel des Princes in Piazza di Spagna, 
and began in private to enjoy some of the many flesh-pots of Rome.7 
To personal contradictions were added political ones. In reality, the 
new Fascist parliamentarians, and the movement as a whole, were 
anything but united. In the aftermath of their victory, the Fasci 
drifted into crisis. The trouble was to take 6 months to resolve, during 
which time it did finally become clear that a new party, indeed a new 
style of party, was coming into existence under Benito Mussolini, and 
that he was its only credible Duce. 

Once again, then, it had turned out that the radicalism and intran- 
sigence of Mussolini’s words were only part of their meaning. There 
was something to be read between the lines. Having again distanced 
himself from Giolitti, whose government collapsed on 27 June, 
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Mussolini had not, however, renounced the idea of finding other 
friends and allies for his Fascist legions. The moderate Ivanoe Bonomi 
was the new Prime Minister. During the election campaign he had 
paid tribute to the “youthful exuberance’ of Fascism, praising the way 
in which the movement had assisted a ‘re-birth of the national spirit’ .79 
Simultaneously, however, Bonomi had urged an end to violence. And, 
on 21 July at Sarzana in Liguria, in an apparent sign of a new official 
will to curb Fascist excesses, the police repelled a squad arrived from 
Tuscany and intending a violent assault on local Leftists. In thus 
committing his government to a policy which applied the letter of the 
law, Bonomi was making it known that the level of violence in ‘real 
Italy’ had become intolerable and that he desired some accommodation 
between Fascism and socialism. 

Despite the plenitude of his words since October 1914 and the 
violence of Fascist deeds in recent months, Mussolini did not find the 
notion surprising or impossible. Sensing the way the wind was 
blowing, during the fortnight before 21 July he had already been 
talking in public and private about the advisability of a “peace agree- 
ment’ with the socialists.®° On the evening of the events at Sarzana, the 
national council of the Fasci met in Rome, engaging in a lively, if 
confused, debate. Mussolini’s own line was, however, clear. For the 
moment at least, Fascist violence had gone too far. As he editorialised 
in his paper on 24 July, too many late joiners of the movement had 
interpreted Fascism in a personal and cynical way, converting it to ‘an 
organisation based on violence in order to be violent’. These 
misguided newcomers needed to be purged and those who remained 
must accept the discipline which he implied could only come from 
bowing to their leader and his will on all occasions.* 

Many Fascists were appalled by this sudden detour on the political 
road. Roberto Farinacci, by now established as the ras (an Ethiopian 
word for tribal chieftain come into Italian usage) at Cremona, had just 
made a splash in the cloakroom of the Chamber of Deputies by beating 
up a Communist deputy who had earlier opposed the war.* Destined 
to be a major figure in the regime and a never altogether denounced 
influence on Mussolini, Farinacci, both now and later, maximised his 
intransigence, while glorying in the right to equality or near equality 
with his chief. Rather than have truck with ‘Bolsheviks’, on 23 July he 
resigned from the national directorate. Seconding him was, among 
others, economist Maffeo Panteleoni who, in La Vita Italiana, roundly 
condemned the whole idea of treatying with ‘social-Nittian robbers’, 
an action which, he argued, would betray the idealism of those 
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intellectuals and students who had flocked to serve beneath the Fascist 
banner. Had Mussolini, he wondered with the obsession of his 
journal, fallen prey to the malign influence of the Jews?®3 Those true 
believing Fascists who liked to expatiate about their ‘crusade’ being 
fought by a militia armed with a divine will and refreshed by a 
profound religious sense would, it seemed, have trouble fitting the 
‘pact of pacification’ into their creed. 

Matters moved quickly. On 2 August the agreement with the social- 
ists and their trade union, the Confederazione generale del lavoro, was 
signed. Mussolini’s language the next morning in I] Popolo d'Italia 
was unabashed by the consternation which this reversal in Fascist 
tactics had produced. The treaty was signed; it had become ‘historic’. 
It safeguarded the nation, and the nation must always predominate 
over ‘faction’. Furthermore, the promise of social peace left Fascism 
with an ‘infinity’ of other jobs (though Mussolini, perhaps prudently, 
did not spell these out). In any case, Mussolini's tone grew personal. ‘If 
Fascism does not follow me, no-one can force me to follow Fascism,’ 
‘The man who has founded and led a movement and has given it all his 
energies’, he ran on uncompromisingly, 


has the right through the analysis of thousands of local matters to make 
a general synthesis of the whole political and moral panorama. He has 
the right to see the full horizon from the top of the mountain, and view 
a world which is not that of Bologna, nor Venice, nor Cuneo, but of 
Italy, Europe and the world.*4 


Fascism, he implied, could not survive and flourish without a genuine 
national leader. 

In this bold assertion of his own indispensability, Mussolini was try- 
ing to head off those who rejected his line. For the moment he did not 
succeed. The distinguished philosophical ‘father of new nationalism’, 
Enrico Corradini, while conceding that ‘these Fasci’ had possessed a 
‘psychological’ value over the last months, took the moment to urge 
that the fundamental Italian ‘problem’ remained that of constructing a 
powerful state. The Fasci’s youth and their inheritance from the war 
had made them a sort of ‘militia’. However crusading was not the same 
as politicking. The national state must take charge of the national des- 
tiny, and itself put down the socialists. In the meantime, he continued 
severely, the situation had been worsened by the ‘pact of pacification’, 
since it converted the holy contest between those who incarnated the 
nation and those who did not into a ‘sport’ which could be indulged 
in or abandoned as the pleasure took its participants.* 
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Within the Fascist movement similar sentiments obtained. 
Vociferous in attacking Mussolini were Grandi of Bologna and Pietro 
Marsich of Venice. The latter was a left interventionist who himself 
had pursued a fluctuating course in Venetian politics.*® There the nub 
of any action was the ever growing authority of Giuseppe Volpi,*’ a 
business man, sometime Giolittian, and during the war, so far as 
Nationalists were concerned, dangerously close to German banking. 
Volpi had just been appointed Governor of Tripolitania by democrat 
Minister for the Colonies, Giovanni Amendola, but was destined later 
to be Fascist Minister of Finance, ‘Count of Misurata’, head of 
Confindustria, acknowledged ‘doge’ of Venice and a man Mussolini 
cheerfully greeted as ‘friend’.** Spurred by the contest with the polit- 
ically sinuous Volpi, Marsich strove to embody a pure Fascist 
radicalism, even daring to announce that ‘we are not ready to sacrifice 
Fascism to Mussolini’.89 Grandi, too, was scarcely a worshipping 
Fascist militiaman. Rather, he was ambitious, able and presentable, 
despite his youth (he had been born in 1895), already imagining a 
distinguished career for himself. For him, now was the moment to urge 
that the Emilia was the real ‘cradle’ of Fascism and therefore to be 
trusted in the way that pompous Milan could not be.°® On 16 August 
Grandi organised a meeting at Bologna of anti-Mussolinian Fascists. 
Many humble members of the Fasci took the occasion to express their 
local attachments — Mario Piazzesi, a Tuscan youth, characteristically 
imagined a leadership in the hands of ‘Florence, my Florence, always 
at the head, always first’ in denying any deal with the ‘bestial’ social- 
ists.” 

In reaction to this bubbling up of a semi-anarchist fondness for little 
worlds somewhat out of kilter with ideas about national grandeur and 
unity — Piazzesi loved Florence because he so despised Rome” — 
Mussolini, on 18 August, tabled his resignation from the executive 
committee of the Fasci di combattimento. He could not cope any more, 
he wrote, with the wave of provincial indiscipline stirred up by the 
‘pact of pacification’. He would, he said, just become ‘a simple 
follower of the Fascio in Milan’.%3 The Fascist movement must do 
without his ‘charisma’, which indeed some of his colleagues among 
the Fasci were almost ready to discount. 

Mussolini's retreat was a tactical one. Less than a week after his 
resignation, and now emphasising his surviving dedication to 
defending the Fasci from their enemies both to the Left and the Right, 
Mussolini urged that it was time to change the movement into a fully 
organised and fully disciplined party, one that could boast both a 
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‘soul’ and a ‘programme’ .95 And over the next three months he steadily 
enhanced his own role in the newly systematised group.% 

By early November he was ready to mark his ‘return’. A party 
congress was summoned to Rome, emblematic capital of national polit- 


ical power where local Fascism remained weak. (Mussolini limbered 


up psychologically for the event by fighting another well-publicised 
duel — Finzi acted as his second).9” When the meeting in Rome opened, 
Mussolini was reckoned to have only one-third of the delegates as reli- 
ably his own.°* However, he had already made soundings to Grandi, a 
man whom he rightly understood was vulnerable to the Fascist version 
of duchessing. Grandi was offered a prominent role in the new theo- 
retical journal, Gerarchia, due to be launched in the following January 
and probably financed by Margherita Sarfatti, who became its de facto 
editor.2? Mussolini, it was also understood, was guaranteeing to look 
after the younger man’s future. As the congress proceeded, the ras 
failed to unite or to enunciate a policy. On 8 November Mussolini, 
Grandi and Marsich embraced before the cheering delegates. (The 
Venetian Fascist, however, had not been bought off and was not to 
have a Fascist future, quarrelling with Grandi and leaving the party by 
the next February.)®°® For this public accord, the price which 
Mussolini had to pay was abandonment of the “pact of pacification’, 
although he tactfully delayed its denunciation for a week.™ In his 
eyes, the game was worth the fee. Conflicts between the leader and his 
movement would ebb and flow beneath the surface of the history of 
Fascism, but, in most senses Mussolini had won a final victory over 
the ras. Fascism could not do without its Duce, while Mussolini now 
knew that he was immensely superior to any party rivals and, even if 
he never lost his suspicion of them, its members were no more than an 
entourage, needing Mussolini more urgently than he needed them. 
During his months of relative withdrawal, Mussolini had continued 
to cast around for an ideal programme for the party which was 
forming. As ever his thoughts ranged widely. Fascism must reflect the 
‘primordiality’ and the eternity of the nation; before such historic 
grandeur, individuals were mere ‘transitory beings’. The state must 
serve this nation. Fascism would ‘restore’ it, just as Fascism would 
sturdily defend the heritage and memory of the First World War. At 
present, the party was agnostic over the institutional question of a 
monarchy or a republic, but it would want to establish a Consiglio 
tecnico nazionale (National Technical Council) to sit in parallel with 
parliament, and serve the practical instead of the wordy. Emigrants 
should be allowed the vote. As far as economics were concerned, 
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production was what should be favoured most.’ There might on occa- 
sion be need for state protection of industry but as Mussolini, still 
polishing his contacts with business and finance, re-emphasised to his 
audience in Rome, ‘as far as economics is concerned, we are liberals, 
because we believe that the national economy cannot be usefully 
entrusted to collective or governmental and bureaucratic organisa- 
tions’ .*°3 | 

There was no doubt, however, that the real key for the present lay 
within the party itself. There, if Fascism were to win its battles, disci- 
pline must dominate.’* The borrowing of a military and militant 
vocabulary, natural enough in every circumstance of the dopoguerra, 
became more institutionalised. During a speech to the Chamber in 
December Mussolini upbraided his opponents in other parties with 
the taunt that a military style now had become obligatory for all.'°> To 
ensure his own command, Mussolini had taken pains to surround 
himself with reliable and obedient lieutenants. Replacing the too inde- 
pendent Pasella as secretary of the movement was Michele Bianchi, 
once a colleague on Avanti! and long a respectful admirer of the 
Duce’ — already in August Mussolini had instructed him to develop a 
clear Fascist philosophy (and, by implication, one that was not too 
complex or arguable). Those ‘soldiers who fight knowing their cause’, 
Mussolini had advised with some pomposity, ‘are always the best’.*°7 
Beneath Bianchi were three Under-Secretaries, Achille Starace, Attilio 
Teruzzi, and Giuseppe Bastianini; each destined for a long career 
under the dictatorship, with Starace’ and Teruzzi™® being disliked by 
most with whom they came into contact while also being known as 
Mussolini’s men. Administrator of the party was Giovanni Marinelli, a 
man who combined bureaucratic efficiency and an ability to manage 
Mussolini’s personal finances. He also had a reputation (to be 
confirmed in 1944) for cowardice, hypochondria and corruption.”° 
Apart from Mussolini himself, the only member of parliament to be 
granted a place on the party directorate was the now tamed Grandi. A 
team was being assembled. 

Similarly, a method was being invented. The squads were attached 
to local party branches and made the object of military-style review 
by a travelling Inspectorate General. Fascist women’s groups — nine 
women had been present at the Piazza San Sepolcro meeting™ but a 
distaff Fascism had not taken off in the months which followed — were 
brought under greater control. Early Fascist women tended to link 
their feminism with Mussolini's cause but at the end of 1921 the organ- 
isation began to make evident its doubts about women’s liberation.”? 
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In Italy’s universities, with their overwhelmingly middle-class student 
bodies, Fascism was popular, and here, by February 1922, the new 
party sought discipline through a national Fascist federation of 
university groups, administered from Bologna.™3 

To add to the efficacy of this structure came words, lots of words, 
the meaning of which remains a matter of considerable dispute. 
Historian Emilio Gentile, for example, has argued that the newly disci- 
plined movement possessed a military, mythical and religious 
character which utterly distinguished it from its competitors. Fascism, 
he says, embodied a ‘new state of mind’.™4 Its adherents were true 
believers in a ‘political religion’, adepts of a Fascist ‘liturgy’, and 
determined to nationalise or, rather, fascistise the masses.™ According 
to Gentile, a party member meant it when he declared that his weapon 
was 


the faithful and inseparable lover of a Fascist. ... Much more than a 
woman. Women talk too much and never get on with it. ... The 
Browning pistol. The only thing which a Fascist loves with an almost 
carnal love. When nothing else is faithful to the Fascist, the Browning 
pistol is his only and eternal faith. And that’s enough. 


After all, ‘for us the war has never come to an end. We simply replaced 
external enemies with internal ones’ .”° 

In the day-to-day world of ordinary politics, however, such atti- 
tudes might be thought hard to preserve, especially after the regime 
was established and much humdrum governing became necessary. 
Indeed, even in 1921-22 there were grounds for doubts about the 
fascistisation of Fascist souls. Too many Fascists, then and later, left 
space in their holy missions for self-interest and, more occasionally, for 
self-doubt. And of all the souls in Italy, Mussolini was the least credu- 
lous, viewing Fascism, like everything else, in a practical rather than a 
sacralised fashion. 

To be sure, the quasi-military campaign against leftists and non- 
Italians continued. The Bonomi government had found its own 
strategy damaged beyond repair by the collapse of the “pact of pacifi- 
cation’. Early in the New Year, beset by an economic crisis exacerbated 
by the collapse of the Banca Italiana di Sconto, Bonomi resigned. His 
administration was replaced on 26 February by another coalition, this 
time headed by Luigi Facta, a Piedmontese subordinate of Giolitti. 
Everyone assumed it was a caretaker government. The official tough- 
ness made manifest at Sarzana was now a memory and, by the summer 
of 1922, in most of northern Italy, Fascist squads did their violent 
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work without let or hindrance from prefects, police or army. Late in 
July Italo Balbo led a punitive march like that of Sherman in Georgia 
through Mussolini’s own homelands, travelling from Rimini to 
Sant’ Arcangelo to Savignano to Cesena to Bertinoro, ‘destroying and 
burning all the Reds’ houses and all the places where socialists and 
communists rally’. He boasted in his diary: ‘It was a night of terror. 
Our passage was signed by plumes of smoke and fire. All the Romagna 
plain up to the hills became prey to the exasperated reprisals of the 
Fascists, determined to finish for ever Red terror’, though, in practice, 
Balbo admitted, there had been meagre evidence of Leftist resis- 
tance."7 By autumn the Fascists were doing something similar in the 
Trentino-Alto Adige — anyone who rejected full-scale Italianisation 
suffered the consequences and, again, the government stood by and 
did nothing to repel the marchers. 

In September the squads had reached Terni and Civitavecchia, 
which lay within striking distance of Rome. An attack on the capital 
seemed imminent. Within the Fascist movement, Balbo, Farinacci and 
even Bianchi grew pressing in their demands for action. "* Given the 
breadth of Fascist control of provincial Italy, would the seizure of 
national power prove ‘a fact before it happened’, as one Triestine 
Fascist later averred?™ How easily could the Fascist victories in ‘real 
Italy’ be converted into an occupation of the seat of power of ‘legal 
Italy’? 

To answer these questions it is necessary to understand the way in 
which Mussolini had been reacting to these increasingly impatient 
demands from ‘below’. The deal reached in November 1921 meant that 
provincial Fascists continued to hail Mussolini as their Duce. But for 
Mussolini such salutes were not enough as he wanted his followers’ 
respect and devotion untrammelled. In September 1922 the new tone 
expected by the Fascist leader was evident in an account published by 
the ex-Futurist journalist Emilio Settimelli. The language used to 
describe the Duce had indeed heightened (though it had not yet 
reached the fervour which became mandatory after the seizure of 
power). Mussolini expressed a ‘force of prodigious variety’, Settimelli 
wrote. It might be true that the lines at the corner of his eyes hinted at 
his ‘subtle sense of irony’ and he might still be imagined laughing, and 
yet his face was that of a man perpetually alone. So, too, his walk, with 
rapid, hurried, even distracted steps, reflected the profundity of his 
commitment to his thoughts and to his pledge to re-animate Italy. Here 
was a man turning, at least in Settimelli’s prose, into a god.° 

And yet a real world had not ceased to exist. In it, squadrists 


164 


The Fascist rise to power, 1920-1922 


sometimes went too far — Balbo’s diary, despite being published under 
the regime, recalls Mussolini's trying to dissuade him from too precip- 
itate action during the summer of 1922.%" Around that time rumours 
resurfaced of the chance of a break between Mussolini and the more 
intransigent of the ras.’? If he were to contain this latent conflict, 
Mussolini must preserve his contact with the centres of official 
authority; indeed, connection with national power continued to 
underpin any charisma which might be inscribed on the Duce. In his 
articles, speeches and actions, Mussolini needed to make it completely 
clear that he was the Fascist who mattered, the one who compre- 
hended Rome, Italy, Europe and the world. If he failed in his 
understanding, if he were shown to be a fool or a dullard, then he 
might lose his credibility both with the Fascists in the country at large 
and with those elites who still governed Italy. In every political match 
in which he engaged he must win. 

He needed, therefore, to express an opinion on many matters, and 
always in a way which was strident and ‘revolutionary’ but at the 
same time left him open to compromise and possible negotiation. 
There was the Vatican, where Benedict XV, a compromised figure on 
the right because of his doubts about the Italian war, had died on 22 
January. Benedict’s demise prompted Mussolini to philosophise about 
the Papacy’s Roman inheritance™ and so remind the Church that his 
friendship might be possible, despite his ancient anti-clericalism and 
those more recent disputes which frequently boiled to the surface 
with the Popolari, especially with their most radical elements — 
Farinacci in Cremona was a mangiapreti of the old school who did not 
hold back in his excoriation of priestly meddling in civil life.4 As 
long as Farinacci and his friends were capable of being put back on the 
leash, there were advantages to be won from the suggestion that the 
new Pope, ex-Archbishop of Milan, Achille Ratti, who took the title 
Pius XI, might be tolerant towards the ‘better side’ of Fascism. Sprung 
from a Lombard landowning family and fervently hostile to 
‘Bolshevism’ and all its works, Pius XI himself possessed a peremptory 
personality, and what papal propagandists were soon praising as a love 
of ‘discipline and work’, all of which bore some comparison with 
Mussolini’s own qualities and image.5 Mussolini noticed the parallel, 
and the panoply with which a new Pope was installed. Here was an 
example of the inscription of timeless and limitless charisma; Fascism 
might have much to learn from it.?° As surprising as it might seem, 
within the subtle council chambers of the Vatican, Mussolini began to 
be viewed positively. 
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A commentary on foreign affairs had to be maintained. Gerarchia 
could be a useful vehicle for expert analysis of such matters.’7 In 
March 1922 Mussolini felt able to take time off from domestic preoc- 
cupations and go on a well-publicised fact-finding mission to Germany 
where, among others, he met Walter Rathenau. This German Jewish 
statesman a few months later was murdered by the German Right, a 
fate which Mussolini claimed, without much evidence, to have fore- 
seen.” On this occasion Mussolini gave little indication of any latent 
Anti-Semitism, and he was at pains to claim that Fascism had nothing 
in common with the bloody vengefulness of the extreme German 
Right.9 At the same time, he noted his conviction that the Weimar 
republican system was ‘completely and historically foreign to the soul 
of the German people’.%° A tourist, too, he found the quality of 
German theatre poor and the Reichstag architecturally even smaller 
and uglier than Montecitorio, the seat of the parliament in Rome.”" 
Here, his prose was proclaiming, was, in many senses, a man of the 
world. 

Back home again (he celebrated by fighting another duel in which, 
with his accustomed devil-may-care fierceness, he severely wounded 
his opponent),3? Mussolini continued to scan the international 
horizon for advantage. In the diplomatic arena, he urged, Italians 
should more visibly stand on their own feet, demonstrating to the 
British, for example, that they produced more than gelato. ‘Italy’, he 
added, in phrases borrowed from the Nationalists, ‘has come of age 
and can no longer be treated like a child.’3 Austria, by contrast, 
needed Italian backing™4 and so did Kemal Atattirk’s regime in Turkey, 
where Italians must oppose the ‘unchecked megalomania of Greek 
imperialism’.85 On issue after issue, Mussolini’s readers of I] Popolo 
d’Italia and the whole political world were being advised to admire 
the Fascist chief’s range of information and ideas. 

Most importantly, there were top people at home to ingratiate 
himself with or to pressure. In February 1922 the word Duce remained 
sufficiently unsacralised for Mussolini to apply it flatteringly to indus- 
trialist Gino Olivetti.° But the real targets of Mussolini's rhetoric were 
other politicians. In their world Mussolini moved every day with 
greater aplomb and greater potential ruthlessness. One feeble Facta 
government replaced another, but the ‘big men’ of national politics 
remained those who had led during the war. Here was further 
evidence of the way in which that great conflict still defined most of 
what happened in Italy, as well as providing pleasing proof to the 
aspiring Mussolini that, once a leader made it to the top, he could 
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expect to stay there or thereabouts. As the summer of 1922 wore on 
rumours were rife that Salandra, or Orlando, or Giolitti, was about to 
make a comeback. As the old chiefs heard the rumours, they girded 
their loins, tightened their strategies, and sought to defeat their puta- 
tive enemies before they grew too strong. Towards Salandra, the 
furthest to the right, Mussolini, through intermediaries, was polite 
but cagey,87 and such tactics won a declaration from the ex-Prime 
Minister in September that he regarded himself as an ‘honorary 
Fascist’.° With Orlando, contact was opened in July through Acerbo, 
but at the time negotiations failed, although not before the Sicilian 
leader talked of making Mussolini his Minister of Foreign Affairs in a 
hypothetical new government.9 No doubt the political world was 
digesting the new prestige which the boy from Predappio had 
evidently earned. It remained to be seen whether he would prove to be 
a coming man, or the coming man. 

The crucial interlocutor remained Giolitti. Despite his age, he still 
saw himself as waiting to save the nation, and was in turn regarded by 
Mussolini as his most dangerous opponent. Early in October the Duce 
told a friend ‘either we stuff him now or he and his friends will stuff 
us tomorrow’ .™° A determination to see Giolitti off, however, did not 
prevent Mussolini from talking warmly to an intermediary of his 
desire that the old liberal take the reins again, especially if it meant 
pre-empting the scheming Orlando." So infinite were Mussolini's 
skills and so unconfined his effrontery, that Nationalist Luigi 
Federzoni, another with whom delicate negotiations continued, paral- 
leled Mussolini's bargaining ability with that of Giolitti. Indeed, he 
concluded, Mussolini had the potential to outdo the old master." 

Here, then, was the background to the March on Rome and what 
the regime later loved to call the ‘Fascist revolution’.“3 On 24 October 
a Fascist party conference assembled at Naples — the South was still 
largely unimpressed by the Fascist advance elsewhere. The ras 
urgently demanded a March on Rome and, by the morning of 28 
October, were mobilising armed supporters. Mussolini, on a number of 
occasions during the previous months, had himself not ruled out a 
Fascist coup de main.“4 In September he had stated bluntly that ‘our 
programme is simple. We want to govern Italy’,"45 even though he had 
qualified this comment with typical remarks about the childishness of 
the masses,™° sentiments which could be as easily directed at the 
Fascists of the countryside as at the rest of the Italian populace. 

At Naples and during the days which followed, Mussolini had not 
opposed his restless and importunate ras. But he had made plain that 
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it was his task to manage the situation, a control which would be most 
effective in the political and not the social world. Later, the Fascist 
regime was anxious that the March on Rome be given the title of a 
revolution but, in October 1922, it was a change in government to be 
achieved by negotiation at least as much as by naked violence. In the 
arena of high politics, apart from the politicians, the Army and the 
monarchy were forces with which to reckon. On 14 October Mussolini 
sent a warning shot across the bows of Pietro Badoglio, a leading 
general (although one whose reputation had been besmirched by 
Caporetto), who was rumoured to have urged military action against 
the Fascists. Any such move, Mussolini wrote, would precipitate a 
‘massacre in the grand style’, though, naturally, he was sure that his 
party and the army, which shared so much, would never really be at 
odds.%47 What of Victor Emmanuel III, the celebrated re soldato? For 
him, the best pressure was to hint that his cousin, the Duke of Aosta, 
was taller, a better soldier and could make a more manly king.“* The 
king, like all the rest, had his weaknesses and could be pressured, 
bullied and blackmailed into accepting the presence of Fascists in 
government. 

The formula worked brilliantly, even though the marching Fascists 
proved poorly armed and easily disconcerted by the commencement of 
autumnal rains and by their lack of good maps. While they organised 
What they boasted was a pincer movement from Perugia and other 
centres to the north of Rome, Mussolini remained ostentatiously in his 
Milan stronghold, unhooking his telephone for three nights in a row 
while he publicly attended the theatre, demonstrating thereby that 
nothing could ruffle him. The main politicians eyed each other but 
could not unite. Salandra, Orlando and Giolitti each awaited his own 
return to the Prime Ministership, but each indicated a preference that 
the post be entrusted to the young Mussolini rather than to a hated 
old rival. The army chiefs enigmatically advised the monarch that 
their forces were loyal, but that such loyalty was better not put to the 
test.9 The Vatican washed its hands. Facta fluffed an effort to impose 
martial law. On the morning of 29 October Mussolini received the 
crucial phone call with an offer that he form a coalition government. 
His press release was emphatic: he was proceeding to the capital 
‘wearing his black shirt, as a Fascist’, and he was backed by 300 000 
men, ‘organised and faithful to my orders’.° Still not hurrying, at 
8.30 p.m. he caught the Milan—Rome direttissimo, humbly and 
frugally rejecting the suggestion that a special train be hired for the 
occasion. Fourteen hours later he reached Rome, where some 
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bedraggled Fascists were organising their victory parade and taking it 
out on what working-class zones they could find in the capital. On 31 
October, aged 39, Mussolini was sworn in as Italy’s youngest prime 
minister. The great majority of people who counted in Italy, excluding 
the immediate political enemies of Fascism, welcomed the news. But 
Gaetano Salvemini, the historian and journalist and once the young 
Mussolini's friend, wrote on the 29th to an acquaintance in Paris that 
his country was on ‘the verge of madness’.™ More charitably, 
Margherita Sarfatti surmised that her lover and his Fascists could now 
‘restore style to the Italian people’. Neither was altogether wrong. 


Government, I922—I924 


HEN Mussolini came before King Victor Emmanuel III in order 
W.. be entrusted with the task of forming a government, he was 
said to have declared: ‘Sire, I bring you the Italy of Vittorio Veneto.’ 
For all its repetition thereafter by regime propagandists* and even by 
Mussolini himself,” the remark was apocryphal; Mussolini mocked it 
in private as ‘the sort of rubbish you come out with in school assem- 
blies’.3 Nor had the First World War made Mussolini possible in the 
way that Ian Kershaw has argued was true of Hitler. Without the 
conflict the later Fiihrer very probably would have remained a 
nobody. Unlike his later German colleague, Mussolini had earned 
considerable distinction before 1914 and, in some virtual history that 
omits the war, can be imagined pursuing either an ideological or a 
political career. And yet Italy’s special First World War had indeed 
reached government at the end of October 1922. The Fascists and their 
Duce embodied it in many ways. There were, for example, the imperial 
ambitions unleashed after 1915 at the heart of the ruling elite, when 
liberal fathers passed the torch to Nationalist sons. The new generation 
was girded by a determination to alter Italy’s apparent destiny as the 
least of the Great Powers. Fascist foreign policy might eventually 
indulge in aggression in a way which made some liberals blanch, and 
yet a continuity from Liberal to Fascist ambition in Ethiopia, in the 
mare nostrum (it had been so nominated well before 1918), in the 
Balkans, in the Eastern Mediterranean and in the administration of 
Libya, cannot be denied. Still more significantly, Fascism incarnated 
the new brutalism, the masculine willingness to kill and to maim, the 
yen for killing machines, the cruel ‘mateship’, all qualities and atti- 
tudes learned or refined at the front and together amounting to that 
new barbarism which has been identified as a crucial antecedent of 
Auschwitz.5 In the Fascist rise, Mussolini had never distanced himself 
far from violence, the duel fought with maximum roughness and 
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almost to the bitter end, the insulting slap, the forced dose of castor 
oil, the burning of a newspaper office or a peasant meeting-place, the 
purchase and provision of pistols and bombs, the sallying forth armed 
and motorised in a uniformed squad, the slaughter of an enemy. 

As if to mark his character in this regard, just before the March on 
Rome Mussolini had appointed as his personal bodyguard or ‘gorilla’, 
the thuggish butcher, Albino Volpi,° later to be one of the murderers 
of Matteotti. In Mussolini’s mind, and in those of his entourage and 
many of his followers, a public approval of violence, a continuous 
acceptance of the usefulness of its employment, were precisely what 
made a man a man. Having arrived in Rome, Mussolini may have 
exchanged a telephone call with his brother in which he humbly gave 
thanks for the good fortune of his success and expressed gratification 
at the blessings of the Deity which the pious Arnaldo summoned 
down upon him.’ Thereafter he may have ostentatiously gone off to the 
elegant Pasticceria Latour to take his coffee among the best people.*® He 
may have sought or received Margherita Sarfatti’s advice about how to 
smoothe his path into the capital’s social and artistic salons (he was 
soon cheering those attending an exhibition by declaring that “you 
can’t govern without art and artists’),9 and been solaced by her expres- 
sions of love.*® But the new Prime Minister was a hard man, un animale 
poco socievole as he loved to define himself," a person who, as a 
contemporary put it, above all lacked any sense of being checked or 
curtailed by the law.” In his youth Mussolini had expressed his attrac- 
tion to the thought of both Marx and Darwin. By 1922 it was the 
philosophy of the latter which had taken control of his mind. His 
Darwinism, like that of many another, was of a bitter sort. Time and 
again Mussolini might prove he was the fittest in his world, but 
somehow the victories were never sweet, the final act, he went on 
fearing, could yet reveal his every triumph had been but momentary 
and the end was to be dire. Like Shakespeare’s Richard III, Benito 
Mussolini had set his life upon a cast and should stand the hazard of 
the die, all the time believing that, somewhere, sometime, somehow, 
fate must run against him. 

Contemporary culturalist historians, anxious to paint a thick 
description of ‘fascinating Fascism’ in all the élan of its advertising and 
‘spin’, obscure the rancour (and the nervous fear) at the heart of 
Fascism and its Duce. Many Fascists were no more than offspring of 
the liberals of the Risorgimento. But they were sons who had been 
through the terrible experience of the First World War and were 
destined never to regain the ‘comfort’ which had existed for the 
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better-off sections of society during the belle époque. Then the fathers 
had at least talked as though a kind and gentle world might eventually 
extend to all society. Though Fascist yuppies in time appeared and 
themselves yearned to be at ease, Mussolini and his regime mostly 
bespoke an era of mobilisation — the muster, the march, the battle, the 
liquidation of foes who paradoxically never lost their menace, and the 
permanent readying for another conflict, another test. As the Fascists 
began to govern, they revealed that the ‘order’ to resume in Italy 
under their aegis was to be an edgy, even frenetic, one, in which, iron- 
ically, all successes would themselves prove as hollow or uncertain as 
had that at Vittorio Veneto. 

The Fascist rise to power had been scarred by up to 2000 deaths® 
(the March on Rome had an official toll of three), low figures given the 
horrors to come in the twentieth century, but at the time a high cost to 
pay. The casualties of the last two years, and the ambiguous way — half 
coup, half manipulation — in which power had been achieved gave the 
new government an urgent need to justify itself. What, then, were 
Mussolini's intentions, now that he had become Prime Minister? The 
answer is not at all plain. Here was a politician who, despite his youth, 
had pursued a twisting path to the Palazzo Chigi. He had written (and 
spoken) a very great deal — 18 of the 36 volumes of the standard edi- 
tion of his Opera omnia are consumed by his publications and state- 
ments before October 1922. But he had composed no single work of 
political philosophy, nothing comparable to Mein Kampf or the Secret 
Book (even though the influence on Hitler’s course after 1933 and the 
originality of the ideas in these works are still disputed by historians). 
Perhaps the squads were already developing a mystical side and their 
members had adopted a Fascist mentality — some historians say so. 
Perhaps they were genuinely moved and uplifted by the liturgy of 
Fascist ceremonial. Mussolini himself, however, went on being the 
least mystical of men. Balbo might claim in his diary that, when they 
met in Milan on 6 October, the Duce had made their souls ‘vibrate in 
unison’, and that Mussolini had been compelling in the clarity with 
which he foresaw the future.5 On the detail of this future, however, 
Balbo had nothing to say. Other more critical contemporaries noticed 
instead the fluctuations in Mussolini's ideas and the way he preferred 
to avoid in-depth conversations, sometimes excusing himself by say- 
ing that the details should be left to the experts. Here, they discerned, 
was a leader more interested in imposing his will than in harmonising 
his attitudes or policies.7 Here was a politician more interested in 
seeming to know than in knowing. 
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Mussolini quickly developed an administrative style which 
reflected his sense of duty and power, and which possessed a some- 
what antique air. Using a pen, black ink and a very firm hand, 
throughout his dictatorship he wrote out most of his speeches and 
quite a few of his letters and telegrams. Never forgetting the lessons 
learned in his socialist days that complex issues could be compre- 
hended in point form, he succinctly enumerated the matters which he 
thought needed action. Such brief ‘orders’ exuded a pleasingly mili- 
tary air, suitable for a dictator who led a militant regime. None the less, 
one contemporary thought that Mussolini ran Italy as once he had 
governed I/ Popolo d'Italia; with his ministers acting as sub-editors, he 
reserved to himself the task of setting the general tone and crafting the 
headlines."® Appropriate for one who liked to boast of the ‘mathemat- 
ical’ ordering of his life, Mussolini had his day punctuated by an 
endless stream of visitors, who could rarely be dismissed in less than 
I5 minutes, time that visibly ticked by on the face of a small clock 
which sat on his desk. Some audiences were granted to key ministers 
or officials, but quite a few were earmarked for more ordinary Fascists, 
or for foreigners, never reluctant to spend some happy days in Rome. 

Especially for Italians, to win access to the Duce was a matter of 
prestige and gave promise of enhanced authority and the possibility of 
financial gain.*° In turn Mussolini mostly had to seem pleased by the 
visits and always needed to appear knowledgeable about the life and 
beliefs of his interlocutor. It was a taxing requirement, but one 
Mussolini proved able at surmounting, even if the inevitable superfi- 
cialty of his ‘knowledge’ undermined the chance that he could 
thoroughly master his brief in more serious matters of government. 
There was much about Mussolini's role as leader which foreshadowed 
that world in which political chiefs have turned into travelling sales- 
people, more fascinated by image and spin than devoted to a deeper 
comprehension of society. 

As he began to explore the surrounds of the Prime Ministerial office 
and became accustomed to life in the capital which, in the past, he had 
frequently disdained, Mussolini had plenty of reasons to believe that 
his struggles were not over and to ask anxiously whether being first in 
his class at Predappio was sufficient qualification to cope with the 
manifold political and social quicksands of ‘eternal’ Rome. Mussolini's 
private life remained disordered; just surviving was demanding an 
expenditure of psychic energy which, before long, revealed its fee. 
Then there was his workaday life. Here, too, the Fascist rise had been 
more precipitate than planned. Perhaps it was all the more Fascist to 
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work on the run. Certainly, during the early days after the March on 
Rome, Mussolini administered Italy from what has been called a 
‘luxury bivouac’ in the Hotel Savoia, via Ludovisi, near the Borghese 
gardens.” There he tried to designate a political line on this or that 
aspect of government. There, too, and perhaps more imperatively, his 
private secretary, Alessandro Chiavolini, sought the means to fob off 
the most pressing of office seekers and profiteers, and fruitfully, to 
manage the government's secret funds, once so useful to Giolitti and 
now available to the Fascist cause.”? 

Petitioners at the Fascist gate were indeed innumerable. Whatever 
variety of ‘revolution’ Fascism might be, a throng of importunate 
clients applauded it. To give but one example, on 18 December 1922 
Renato Citarelli, a fledgling engineer from Calabria, opened suit with 
the Duce in a process which, some years later, culminated in his 
appointment to the consulate in Perth, Western Australia, perhaps the 
most humble position in all the national diplomatic service, but a posi- 
tion, nonetheless. Citarelli was one of those whose career advanced 
over the sackings of older diplomats in the so-called ‘massacre of the 
innocents’, and he owed his elevation to his alleged Fascist purity. In 
Perth, he was indeed a fire-breathing extremist, given to evoking 
Mussolini (‘He Alone is the artificer of this our revival and this our 
grandeur’) in almost any circumstance and with unlimited fervour.”3 
Perhaps, by then, Citarelli believed what he said and his soul was 
mystically filled with the Fascist religion. But his initial letter to 
Mussolini raises some doubts, since it is studded with the forms and 
processes of ordinary Italian, and especially ordinary Southern Italian, 
life. 

Citarelli’s appeal began, ingratiatingly, with an expression of his 
utter faith ‘in the magnificent understanding possessed by Your 
Excellency through the noble intuition of Your elect soul’. To senti- 
ment were added facts. Citarelli was the son of a Calabrian doctor who 
had died young, leaving his family in sadly straitened circumstances. 
Citarelli had fought valorously through two years of the war, losing 
both his brothers who died as heroes at the front. Thus bereaved and 
tempered, after the war he moved to Turin to study engineering, there 
associating himself with the local Fascist Cesare De Vecchi (from 1933, 
pompously given the right to add di Val Cismon to his name). Together, 
they sallied forth on squadrist raids against ‘reds’ in Casale and 
Vercelli. These punitive expeditions having achieved their purpose, 
Citarelli went back to his studies. Around this time, he acknowledged, 
poverty had driven him to approach Giolitti about the prospect of 
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some well-remunerated position, but the old politician, who may have 
had other preoccupations, did not go beyond promises. They were not 
enough to save Citarelli’s two little sisters from wretched accommoda- 
tion in a cheap pensione. And so, he stated frankly, he was transferring 
his hopes to Mussolini. He was not a member of the party, he had to 
admit, but, ‘as a child, I learned one religion, that of the Patria’; to 
Italy his devotion could entail ‘any sacrifice’; it was ‘to the death’. He 
was only 24, he noted in peroration, but he had suffered so much. So 
could he see the Duce whom he so admired and, more prosaically, be 
forthwith found a post in which he could offer ‘my work, my skill, my 
passion, my life’ to ‘beloved and blessed’ Italy?4 

From October 1922 to December 1923 Fascist party membership 
grew from some 300 000 to more than 780 000, with the influx being 
especially notable in the South.*> Many of these new Fascists had 
motives and world views like those of Citarelli. In their mentalité 
Fascism’s entrenchment in office meant advantage, personal advantage, 
the tawdry as much as the sublime. In 1926 the use of raccomandazioni 
(letters of recommendation) was officially banned,?® but in practice 
they remained pervasive in Fascist Italy, indeed it has been reckoned 
that, once installed in power, the Duce himself received daily some 
1500 letters requesting favours and support.’ 

In December 1922 Mussolini, learning quickly what it meant to be 
a dispenser of patronage, transferred his base to the five-star Grand 
Hotel, which lay just around the corner from Santa Maria della 
Vittoria, the baroque church which houses Bernini's statue of Santa 
Teresa rapt in ecstasy, a saint showing herself a true believer either in 
God or in woman. The possible impact of Bernini’s celebrated statue 
on the new Prime Minister and on his comprehension of Fascist 
ecstasy was fleeting. In March 1923 Mussolini, assisted by the good 
offices of Baron Alberto Fassini, a man of many contacts who knew the 
highways and byways of Rome,?® moved again, now to a bachelor flat 
at the Palazzo Tittoni, via Rasella.?9 It was a curious site, since via 
Rasella branches off via Milano and its Traforo or tunnel, which 
skilled engineers in Liberal Italy had dug beneath the royal palace or 
Quirinale. It was almost as though the ‘revolutionary’ Prime Minister 
had agreed to live at the palace gate, an impression which was rein- 
forced by the fact that Fassini was persona grata in royal circles 
(themselves not above the search for profit), a natural intermediary 
between Victor Emmanuel III and the Duce.3° If these networks looked 
intricate, Mussolini's creature comforts were placed more straight- 
forwardly into the hands of housekeeper Cesira Carocci, a traditionally 


175 


Mussolini 


formidable figure combining utter authority in the ‘female zone’ with 
unalloyed personal deference towards her employer.” 

Rachele, Edda, Vittorio and Bruno were left in their Milan flat in the 
via Pagano, the family still extended by the presence of mother-in-law 
Anna. Soon after Mussolini became Prime Minister, however, he was 
wealthy enough, or had enough access to credit, to purchase Villa 
Carpena, a landholding on the outskirts of Forlimpopoli — can he have 
delighted in the thought that his grandfather’s humiliating cession of 
family land had now been avenged? The Villa Carpena was the sort of 
estate owned by signori, although the Mussolinis did not themselves 
take up residence there until March 1925.37 Then and thereafter 
Mussolini was rarely to be seen in the Italian version of the garb of a 
country squire, but Rachele cheerfully took on the role and reputation 
of a woman of respect at Forlimpopoli and in the rest of the Romagna. 
In matters to do with the exercise of local power and influence, if not 
in her personal style, image and vocabulary, Rachele had become a 
signora. 

In Milan, close to the Via Pagano, was the apartment of Arnaldo 
Mussolini, his wife and children, in via Massena. Benito Mussolini's 
rise entailed new prominence for his younger brother. Far off in busy 
and imponderable Rome, Mussolini badly needed a uomo di fiducia (a 
really reliable person) to oversee the daily running of I/ Popolo d’Italia, 
long his special delight and the undergirding of his influence were he 
ever to be forced back into opposition. Should Mussolini’s power be 
enduring, as he hoped, then the paper must act as the focus of the 
Fascist regime’s propaganda and ‘information’. Mussolini needed his 
man in Milan. It says a great deal about the history of the Italian 
family, about the eventual limitations of what came to be called a total- 
itarian state and about Mussolini’s fundamental mistrust of his fellow 
Fascists that Arnaldo, who had been employed on the accounting side 
of I] Popolo d'Italia since his demobilisation in 1919, now took over the 
editorship of the paper.?3 Journalism apart, in all matters best not 
exposed to public knowledge or comment, Arnaldo acted as 
Mussolini's agent and friend. As the Duce confided in characteristic 
phrases to an American journalist: ‘I have a deep affection for my 
brother. To be sure, he is too fat, but that is not his fault. He is, of all 
men, the one to whom I turn first when I require unstinted devotion 
and unfettered attachment.’34 

The younger brother was indispensable. When Arnaldo suddenly 
died in 1931, his teenage son Vito was made official editor of I] Popolo 
d’Italia. Unsurprisingly, Vito Mussolini, dim and untrained, failed to 
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grow into the job; indeed, he rarely turned up at the office.35 While he 
‘matured’, the paper was ‘temporarily’ until 1936 placed under the 
command of Mussolini's old friend, Sandro Giuliani, and that of the 
professional journalist, Giorgio Pini, thereafter.3° As for other, less 
formal matters, from 1931 Mussolini had to fend for himself in a world 
that seemed to have become the more bitter and treacherous without 
his brother. 

If these private matters needed some ordering, the new government 
was, naturally enough, Mussolini’s main official preoccupation. The 
administration which he had assembled was delicately balanced. He 
himself was Prime Minister, Minister of Foreign Affairs and Minister 
of the Interior — this last position was one which, as Giolitti had under- 
stood, commanded the prefectures and police and so controlled the 
most significant secret zones of national governance, the funds sepa- 
rate from any budget, the access to telephone taps, the ability to act 
covertly. Except from 1924 to 1926 and during the Salo Republic, 
Mussolini retained this ministry throughout his regime. Not even a 
brother could be trusted there. 

Of the Fascists, Acerbo served as Under-Secretary to the Prime 
Minister and Finzi Under-Secretary to the Ministry of the Interior. 
Each of these underlings was a friend; neither was a combative ras. 
Neither Balbo, nor Grandi, nor Farinacci, nor Bianchi, none of the 
more obvious members of the leadership group, was yet elevated to 
ministerial office. First Michele Terzaghi3? and, after his commitment 
to Freemasonry was exposed too blatantly, later, Giuseppe Caradonna, 
a ras from Puglia, undertook the humble seeming task of Under 
Secretary to the Post Office. No doubt the occupants comprehended 
that this was a traditional area of ‘corruption’, a position where monies 
flowed and contracts were refused or secured, a good place for a 
Fascist, especially one who was not too credulous about God and man 
(while Caradonna had been at pains to advise Mussolini that no 
government, not even a ‘revolutionary’ one, should exclude represen- 
tatives from the South).3® 

Telling, too, were the various positions accepted by men from the 
existing elite who were not yet Fascists but who were certainly willing 
to fellow-travel with what had become the triumphant movement or 
with its successful leader. Mussolini may have told Balbo, an alert 
listener, that, in time, he intended to deal with ‘the old aunts of liber- 
alism’,3° but presently he was happy to work with those who would 
work with him. Giovanni Gentile, one of the nation’s two most distin- 
guished philosophers and an intellectual with a genuine international 
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reputation, took on the Ministry of Education, intending to convert 
his beliefs in a strong and organic state into practice. The two military 
ministries, those of war and the navy, went to General Armando Diaz, 
Italy’s commander at the end of the great conflict (though illness soon 
drove him off to hedonist retirement on Capri),4° and to Paolo Thaon di 
Revel, who had been Italy’s senior naval officer in 1917-18. 

Luigi Federzoni, the leading Nationalist member of parliament, was 
sworn in as Minister of Colonies, a doubly significant role. Since its 
formation in 1910 the Nationalist Association had been the most 
fervent proponent of Italian expansionism. Federzoni himself had 
been a tireless advocate of Italian power in the Adriatic, Aegean and 
indeed the whole Mediterranean. He also expressed a paranoid 
concern about an alleged Germanic domination of national culture and 
finance.” Civilization, he proclaimed curtly, could only grow if Italian 
power was maximised.” The Nationalists favoured a highly conserva- 
tive policy at home, sceptical of the presence of any virtue in the 
masses and unconvinced by Fascist populism. During the weeks 
before the March on Rome, the ANI leadership had let it be known 
that their own paramilitary Sempre Pronti squads were ready to fire on 
the Fascists, should the King summon them in defence of the nation’s 
institutions. Mussolini registered their threat, and in his memory 
nourished his hostility to such upper-class dalliers with politics and 
power. 

For all the latent conflict, after 28 October compromise between 
Mussolini and the ANI was swiftly reached. Federzoni took the occa- 
sion to pledge the undying ‘friendship’ of the Nationalists for the 
‘Mussolinian’ cause, a support made certain, he said duplicitously, in 
gratitude for the profundity of the Duce’s ‘loyalty’ to them. By 
February 1923 the Nationalist jurist Alfredo Rocco, from 1925 to 
become a Fascist Minister of Justice, had drafted a detailed set of terms 
through which the ANI accepted absorption into the Partito Nazionale 
Fascista (PNF).“4 Thereafter, Nationalists would stud the elite of the 
Fascist regime, leading communist, Palmiro Togliatti, to argue that the 
movement had as much absorbed Fascism as vice versa.45 His argument 
is persuasive to a considerable degree, although Mussolini continued 
where possible to subvert Nationalist snobbery and arrogance, charac- 
teristically confiding to a friend that Federzoni was the sort of old man 
who put on a dark suit before going out to buy a roll of toilet paper.* 

The business world was appeased by the appointment of economist 
Alberto De’ Stefani as Minister of Finance, a position which from 
February 1923 embraced the previously independent Treasury. De’ 
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Stefani was a Fascist, but his formidable personality and his confi- 
dence in dealing with the highest intellectual circles’? made him a 
notably independent one.*® His views on economics were orthodox 
enough, and he was soon urging his leader to lessen journalistic 
snooping around business concerns and suggesting that the populace 
at large must tighten their belts rather than rely on state assistance.* 
He also countenanced with aplomb the cutting of military expendi- 
ture. Nudged by his advice, the Duce spoke up in the Chamber about 
his commitment to balancing the budget ‘at any cost’. History, he 
added in typical phrases, taught that financial rigour was what saved 
nations.°° With De’ Stefani in office, Fascism had endorsed the view 
that what was good for Fiat, the banks and even international capital 
was good for Italy. In 1924 Mussolini sagely told a visiting correspon- 
dent from the Chicago Daily News that he and his government stood 
four-square ‘for the greatest economic liberty’,* and, later that year, 
De’ Stefani, to the applause of the markets, announced that the 
national budget was in surplus.5? Mussolini may by then have been 
engaged in liquidating liberal ideals in the political and cultural 
worlds, but he was as yet very cautious about the economic one, either 
because of his own native sense of good housekeeping or his canny 
realisation that money commanded respect both from a liberal and a 
Fascist. 

The Minister of Work and Welfare was Stefano Cavazzoni, another 
adroit choice. Cavazzoni was a member of the conservative wing of the 
PPI and, by April 1923, was urging the party congress to follow his 
lead in accepting collaboration with Mussolini, a suggestion enhanced 
by the Fascists’ benign treatment of the Vatican’s Banco di Roma, 
which had been in difficulties in October 1922, but had been rescued 
by the government's official and unofficial help. Other Catholic conser- 
vatives similarly evinced a liking for dictatorship, since, they averred, 
a dictator was someone who could be seen taking responsibility and 
could be relied on to stem the threatening tide of Bolshevism, 
Freemasonry and that democracy for which sinful man was not 
morally ready.*3 Pius XI probably did not demur from these ideas and, 
although Luigi Sturzo for a while was stubborn in his commitment to 
the survival of his party, by July 1923 he had resigned office. 
Thereafter, the PPI, unblessed by the Vatican, drifted towards its final 
dissolution in 1926. 

But what of the Fascist party itself? How did its members view the 
events in Rome and what was Mussolini's policy to be towards his own 
supporters, whom he knew were likely to be demanding, chary of 
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discipline and hostile towards any return to normality? On 5 
November the answer seemed clear as Mussolini telegraphed firm 
advice to his prefects and police to stop that social violence which 
‘bloodies and dishonours the nation’. Many participants in Sunday 
skirmishes had donned an ideological dress, he added, but their real 
motives arose from ‘petty local and personal passions’.*4 It was time to 
reimpose the authority of the national state against both the enemies 
of Fascism and the Fascists. Even Gaetano Salvemini, the most purist of 
Anti-Fascists, now admitted that ‘Mussolini is not as mad as the 
hordes of Fascist youths’, or as D’Annunzio, ‘the maddest of all’, who, 
he still feared, would try to oust the Duce on a ‘superfascist 
programme’ .% 

Salvemini was not reading the political situation with great accu- 
racy or acumen, but it was worth asking whether the instructions to 
cool the social crisis were likely to be carried out by the officials, or 
were fully approved by the Fascists in the provinces, or even by 
Mussolini himself. On most issues the Duce continued to speak with 
two or more voices. In his initial speech to the Chamber of Deputies, 
he proclaimed roundly that ‘the revolution has its rights’. He and his 
party had overwhelmed their opponents and, if he wanted, he could 
show just what such supremacy meant, ‘converting this dumb, grey, 
chamber into a barrack for my legions. ... I could shut parliament 
down and constitute an exclusively Fascist administration. I could, 
but at least for the moment, I don’t want to’.5° But these were not his 
only words. On an occasion like the death of Sidney Sonnino, moral 
leader of Italian conservatism, the new Prime Minister could be all 
propriety as he urged that ‘the interests of the Patria must transcend 
all’.5” Similarly, he was ostentatiously respectful when he mentioned 
the Church. His own spirit, he announced, was, contrary to much 
evidence, ‘profoundly religious’; the Catholic religion constituted ‘a 
fundamental force which should be respected and defended’.5* Pious 
to the Church, respectful to the King, on many occasions polite to the 
national establishment,5? but still the black-shirted Fascist Duce, 
Mussolini kept his options open. When he told some provincial 
Fascists ringingly: ‘I am the trustee of the will of the best young 
people in Italy, I am the trustee for the passion of thousands of dead, I 
am the trustee of that great struggle of ideals and power which has 
been bubbling away in our younger generation’,°° it was unclear 
whether he was trying to curb or to unleash his listeners’ political 
passions. 

Words apart, evidence mounted that a revolution was being 
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institutionalised. Before October Mussolini had talked about creating 
a body parallel to the parliament and separate from it. Such an organ- 
isation, he had argued, would be more efficient and less given to 
windy speechifying than was the Chamber or Senate. On 15 December 
it became clear what he had meant as, the press was informed, the 
Grand Council (Gran Consiglio) of Fascism had assembled (in the Duce’s 
private apartment at the Grand Hotel).” At the same time the ordinary 
Cabinet continued to meet — by the end of the month, it could boast 12 
sessions®? — as Mussolini commenced his Prime Ministerial work ‘like 
a catapault’.® In the flurry of administrative activity, however, no 
attempt was made for the moment to define the relationship between 
the Cabinet and the Grand Council. All that was clear was that, on the 
register of the Council’s members were the great names of the Fascist 
movement which had been so notably absent from the Cabinet. The 
quadrumvirs, those who had headed the March on Rome, Italo Balbo, 
Cesare De Vecchi, Michele Bianchi, Emilio De Bono (from November 
1922 Chief of Police), were there. So were Edmondo Rossoni, leader of 
the Fascist unions, Nicola Sansanelli, a colourless figure soon briefly to 
replace Bianchi as PNF secretary, Giuseppe Bastianini and Attilio 
Teruzzi. Aldo Finzi took the minutes. He, Massimo Rocca and party 
press officer Cesare Rossi were the only ones destined not to have long 
and distinguished careers under the dictatorship. Present, too, at the 
second meeting of the Council in January 1923, were Dino Grandi, 
Achille Starace, Francesco Giunta, Piero Pisenti and a number of 
others. An entourage was assembling; henchmen were finding a role 
and the Grand Council of Fascism began to challenge the left-over 
liberal institutions as the place where key matters were discussed and 
decided. 

The Council's initial act indeed smacked of revolution. The party 
chiefs had been worried about the way ‘best to utilise the Fascists’ 
military organisations’. Their solution was to create the Milizia per la 
Sicurezza Nazionale, soon to be the Milizia Volontaria per la Sicurezza 
Nazionale or MVSN (Voluntary Militia for National Security). Such a 
body could channel Fascist energy and stand at the ready should any 
Anti-Fascists seek seriously to oppose the new government. Here was 
evidence that a Fascist understanding of law and legal process was not 
what liberals publicly assumed it to be. As the second meeting of the 
Council was told, the MVSN would be ‘Fascist in its essence’, designed 
stoutly to defend the ‘revolution of October’. The MVSN would 
compose the revolutionary guard. 

But, again, matters might not be as straightforward as they seemed. 
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Between these first two meetings of the Grand Council Mussolini had 
faced a crisis in his relations with the party. For three days just before 
Christmas 1922 Fascist squads rampaged through Turin, city of Fiat, 
the Agnelli family and of much industry as well as of Gramsci, his 
paper, L’Ordine Nuovo, the office of which was now sacked, a univer- 
sity where Marxist ideas had possessed considerable influence, and a 
working class with a decided sense of itself. Here was an Anti-Fascist 
citadel that had not fallen before the March on Rome. Now the Turin 
Fascists, led by quadrumvir De Vecchi, exacted brutal revenge, at a 
cost of a dozen lives and much scandal.®° An analysis of the event 
reveals two apparent oddities about it. The initiative for the murders 
and burnings was local. Mussolini did not order them in any direct 
fashion; indeed, on the first day of the ‘action’, he wrote to De Vecchi 
to complain of rumours that the Piedmontese leader had been claiming 
responsibility for the March on Rome, when he knew very well: ‘I 
planned it, I wanted it and I imposed it? De Vecchi responded at 
once, denying everything and pledged sycophantically: ‘I am the 
follower and you are the chief’.°® However, his actions in Turin 
implied that his loyalty and deference were not absolute and he was 
indeed willing to find means to pressure his leader into acknowl- 
edging his significance and merit. 

But De Vecchi’s world did not revolve around Mussolini alone. In 
the complexity of life, he had other more pressing foes. The Fascism of 
Turin, like Fascism in most parts of the country, was riddled with 
factional disputes. Typically, these set radical and petit bourgeois 
Fascists against their more conservative and socially respectable 
colleagues. In Naples, for example, the charismatic and intransigently 
radical Aurelio Padovani, who had emerged as the city’s Fascist chief 
in 1921 and was for a time a member of the Grand Council, in 1923 was 
challenged by forces led by Paolo Greco, an ex-Nationalist with many 
friends among local businessmen. Greco, it was soon clear, could rely 
on backing from Mussolini® and, amid much toing and froing, 
Padovani surrendered his political role (and, in 1926, his life when he 
fell somewhat mysteriously from his balcony).7° 

Similar disputes can be described in every town and city. So, in 
Turin, De Vecchi’s authority was opposed by Pietro Gorgolini and 
Mario Gioda (this last, the founder of the Turin fascio in 1919, was an 
ex-anarchist), who still espoused the radical ideals of Piazza San 
Sepolcro. De Vecchi by contrast was a monarchist, with friends among 
the Nationalists and in the Army and Church.” It might have been 
expected that the raid against the working class of Turin would be the 
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work of the radicals. But, actually, it was the other way round. De 
Vecchi and his men were responsible for the murders and, indeed, 
were bitterly criticised by Gorgolini and Gioda for the savagery of 
their actions. Anti-Fascist Turin may have fallen, but other Fascists 
opposed the method of its defeat. The results were complex. In May 
1923 Mussolini felt strong enough to sack De Vecchi from his govern- 
mental position and did so with a peremptoriness of phrasing which 
became his custom.7? Since, even out of office, De Vecchi retained 
friends of his own, in October 1923 he was sent to be Governor of 
Somalia, a distant post in which it was devoutly hoped he would not 
be a nuisance.?3 This fate, however, did not destroy De Vecchi’s influ- 
ence in Turin. He was destined to be that city’s leading Fascist 
throughout the regime (even though Mussolini regularly practised his 
wit on his ineffable stupidity). Gioda, by contrast, left the party in 
1924. And there was one other paradoxical effect. Turin remained 
through the Fascist years still its own place; its citizens continued to 
think of themselves as Torinese, and a slippage among the workers 
back into their old enthusiam for socialism and democracy was never 
far from the surface of Fascist and ‘totalitarian’ life.> Turin had gone 
‘Fascist’ in its own manner and in a way which had certainly not been 
directly planned by Mussolini. Turin was to prove a city highly recal- 
citrant to any expectation that it might ‘work towards its Duce’. 

The fatti di Torino do, however, reinforce the argument that, in the 
short term, the creation of the MVSN was at least as much directed at 
calming the Fascists as at pushing the revolution further.” Indeed, in 
June 1923 Mussolini boasted to the receptive audience of the Senate 
that the gravest issue resolved by his government so far was ‘the 
problem of squadrism’ and the squads’ resistance to ‘the authority of 
the state’.”7 Local ras were not so entranced by such claims and quite 
a few remained suspicious of the MVSN as an institution designed to 
centralise and to control.” It was useful, of course, in absorbing the 
Nationalists’ Sempre pronti squads, though the Army was, unsurpris- 
ingly, critical of a body which might derogate from its own authority. 
Still more emphatically, Anti-Fascists regarded the squads, whatever 
their form, as the epitome of Fascist tyranny. Mussolini, it seemed, was 
looking for means to govern the country in a more drastic sense than 
had his predecessors but, in 1923, it was not at all clear that he had 
found the means fully to bridge the ancient gap between ‘legal’ Italy 
and ‘real’ Italy. 

While domestic business was his main concern, Mussolini could not 
escape foreign affairs. In his first two months in office he travelled to 
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Switzerland and to London, as negotiations proceeded on reparations 
and other issues left over from the war. Even before leaving Milan to 
take up office in Rome, on 29 October he had issued a press release 
with the somewhat anodyne message that his government would 
pursue an international policy ‘based on dignity, and avoiding both 
hesitation and threats’.”7 Once appointed Prime Minister, Mussolini 
added, in a simile common in Nationalist circles, that ‘Italy wishes to 
be treated by the great nations of the world like a sister and not like a 
waitress’. Characteristically, his first speech to the Chamber of 
Deputies blew both hot and cold. The Duce had promised that the new 
government would accept all treaties as binding, even though, he 
added fiercely, ‘the revolution has its rights’ both at home and abroad. 
All the same, Italian policy, he promised, would be strictly realist, 
based on the do ut des principle.*° 

The London Times, then still the most thunderous of international 
organs, had suggested that ‘the Fascisti’, although ‘a strange organi- 
sation of mixed origin’ whose ‘violence may too easily degenerate 
into excess’, nonetheless stood for ‘a return to the older creative 
ideals of Italian Liberalism’,** and so Mussolini wondered if conserv- 
ative Britain might now respond to an appeal from ‘conservative 
Italy’, as he defined his government.” The Times, which, like many 
foreign observers, was ready and anxious to believe that Fascism pos- 
sessed a ‘good’ as well as a ‘bad’ side and hoped that Mussolini 
embodied the former, did worry lest Italian diplomacy go ‘wild’.® 
And the paper’s fears were shared by the diplomatic world. However, 
Mussolini's initial threats to pursue a revolutionary foreign policy, if 
that was what they were, soon subsided. A second speech on the 
international situation in February 1923 pledged in statesmanlike 
vein that ‘originality is impossible in foreign policy’ .*4 British ambas- 
sador, Sir Ronald Graham, was soon reporting that Mussolini was ‘a 
statesman of exceptional ability and enterprise’,®5 ‘if inclined to be 
hasty and violent’. None the less, he added, Mussolini ‘reacts no less 
quickly [to reality] and is willing to learn by experience’. His 
‘Fascista government’ was doing well abroad and at home.** There 
were days when he fell into ‘fits of ungovernable rage’ and to some 
extent the Duce was ‘a strange man and has lately caused some com- 
ment by driving about through Rome in his two-seater with a well- 
grown lion cub sitting beside him’. However, Graham advised, ‘the 
Italians seem to like this sort of thing’, and, after his moments of act- 
ing up, Mussolini soon calmed and was then open to sweet reason 
like any other gentleman.*? To international observers, the 
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domestication of Benito Mussolini, the adaptation necessary to ren- 
der him ‘one of us’, did not look too arduous a task. 

Among his own diplomats, any early doubts were also soon over- 
come. The Italian foreign service was deeply infected with the ideals 
of the ANI. At the same time, officials were usually suspicious of the 
populism of Fascism and sardonic about the provincial uncouthness of 
the new national leader — one of their number took time out to teach 
the Duce the smatterings of official etiquette.** Much later commen- 
tary has exaggerated the conflict between Mussolini and _ his 
diplomatic staff. In reality, right through to 1940 there is far more 
evidence of a commonality in their views than of profound disputa- 
tion. The Fascist revolution was not so out of kilter with the unspoken 
political and social assumptions of diplomacy for the new government 
to cause any particular dislocation. Only one leading figure resigned — 
Carlo Sforza, by October 1922 no longer Foreign Minister but ambas- 
sador in Paris*? — and, among the lower ranks of the Ministry, there 
was only one other case of public dissidence.%® The diplomats, like the 
rest of officialdom, were true to the classically bureaucratic principles 
of ostensible calm, obfuscation and procrastination. The Fascist exci- 
tation, they believed profoundly, would not last; things only ever 
changed to remain the same. As the very experienced Giacomo De 
Martino explained carefully, crafting his words so that they contained 
many messages, any sense of alarm felt by elite circles in Britain, where 
he served as ambassador, had been diminished, as the Fascist govern- 
ment had settled down. The City in particular, he added meaningfully, 
was ready to approve the Fascist experiment.” The Chargé in 
Washington agreed.” So long as their words were understood, such 
advisers were gently pushing their new Prime Minister towards what 
they hoped would be a realistic assessment of where power resided 
and how it was best approached by a nation of Italy’s modest interna- 
tional authority. As one of their number underlined in his memoirs, 
the best sort of Prime Minister fulfilled the role of Naples’ San 
Gennaro, that is was one who agreed to be exhibited once a year and 
remain a mystery the rest of the time.% But would Fascist Italy indeed 
‘settle down’? Or would Mussolini kick against the pricks? As the first 
months of 1923 passed, commentators at home and abroad were 
unclear whether Fascism or Italy, ideological belief or national 
interest, better defined the new government’s comprehension of the 
wider world. 

Expressions of nationalism were hard to restrain and Mussolini was 
not the only Italian to hope for a grander national presence in the 
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world. Historian Gioacchino Volpe, an intellectual pillar of the regime, 
wrote in Gerarchia, for example, that Corsicans carried ‘our imprint in 
the plainest possible way’ and hoped that the French would remember 
that ‘Corsican history is also our history’.%4 Margherita Sarfatti, too, 
had taken herself off to Tunis where the majority of European immi- 
grants were indeed Italian. The account she prepared in November 
1923, endorsed with a preface from her lover under the pompous pseu- 
donym ‘Latinus’, urged the preservation and development of the 
italianita of the Italians there, even if Sarfatti had to admit that the 
French were good administrators and failed to avoid the clichéd 
conclusion that Arabs were ‘great big children at heart’ .% 

Italy’s relations with the Greater Powers constituted one important 
issue. But what of the smaller states? Among these the most troubling 
was Greece, a country frequently lambasted in Nationalist circles. One 
of the first messages about the international situation which Mussolini 
received urged him on no account to weaken in the determination to 
keep the Dodecanese islands, occupied by Italy since 1912 and the 
object of prolonged international treatying,°® out of Greek hands. The 
Greeks, Mussolini was told, were a people incapable of gratitude. 
Their superior, Italy, must treat them firmly as a good master might.%” 

The rest of the Balkans, Africa, even the world beyond that might 
raise problems for a patriotic government. So myriad were the interna- 
tional concerns that, on 28 August 1923, Mussolini advised his 
prefects, whom he had previously urged to ensure their precedence in 
any issues of local hierarchy over PNF chiefs,98 again to restrain any 
Fascist overenthusiasm. ‘The most delicate problems of international 
order’, the Prime Minister explained, ‘are presently coming to the 
surface’.99 A full-scale crisis was brewing between Italy and Greece. 

Mussolini's own interventions over foreign questions had been few, 
and, despite occasional flourishes, had so far scarcely departed far 
from the Italian norm. But on 28 August Mussolini cabled his minister 
in Athens, the euphoniously named Giulio Cesare Montagna, urging 
‘immediate and exemplary punishment’ for those who, the day before, 
had committed a ‘barbarous massacre’,’’? which had just been 
reported from the Greek—Albanian frontier. An Italian general Enrico 
Tellini, heading an inter-allied commission surveying the border, was 
among those killed.” The Greeks blamed bandits, but Montagna 
suggested that the current Greek government had acted as the assas- 
sins’ financier or worse and, on 29 August, Mussolini ordered the 
Italian fleet to ready itself to occupy the island of Corfu, unless the 
Greeks accepted within 20 hours a stiff set of demands. These even 
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involved such humiliating pinpricks as the Greek government's atten- 
dance at a funeral ceremony in the Roman Catholic cathedral in 
Athens, where each minister should publicly honour the Italian flag, 
as well as the urgent payment of a swingeing financial indemnity of 50 
million lire.‘? In reply, the Greeks were conciliatory, but the die was 
cast and, on 31 August, Italian troops landed on Corfu. In the confu- 
sion of disembarcation the island had been bombarded without 
warning for some minutes beforehand. Fascist Italy was announcing 
itself on the international stage with what seemed a replica of the 
squadrist raids, so ruthlessly deployed against its socialist and other 
domestic enemies. 

Then, ‘salutary violence’, as the Fascists enjoyed defining it, had 
regularly brought the collapse of opposition. But the diplomatic world 
was more complicated than were the Italian provinces. Once Corfu had 
been seized, it was not at all clear what was meant to come next, and 
Mussolini was soon circularising his diplomats with the strange advice 
that their nation had engaged in a ‘peaceful and provisional’ inva- 
sion." Leading Fascists, even so socially respectable a one as Giovanni 
Giuriati, eventually to be secretary of the PNF, were soon suggesting 
that Mussolini exploit the opportunity provided, withdraw Italy from 
the League of Nations and so proclaim that the revolution was not 
prepared to suffer the yoke of international control.'4 By contrast, 
some career officials — the wily and experienced Sicilian Salvatore 
Contarini, the Secretary General of the Foreign Ministry, had been 
driven by the summer heat to absent himself from the capital for the 
more pleasant climate on Ischia — were deeply troubled by the precip- 
itate nature of the action and aghast at the failure to anticipate what 
might happen thereafter. 

Moreover, Mussolini soon found that he was not just dealing with 
Greece. In Britain, France and elsewhere, the drastic nature of the 
Italian act reminded people not so much of a squadrist raid as the ill- 
fated Austrian ultimatum to Serbia in 1914. The unilateral occupation 
of Corfu was read as a direct Italian challenge to the newly formed 
League of Nations with its untested promises of peace preserved 
through collective security. There was much concern, especially in the 
press, where the London Times was moved to editorialise magisterially 
that the fall of Fascism might be bad for Italy, but the fall of the League 
would be bad for Europe.’ In reaction Mussolini raged to his 
bemused ambassador in London that ‘the utterly unacceptable English 
press campaign’ was likely to cause permanent damage to relations 
between the two Powers.'’® Many historians, convinced that Fascism 
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of any kind meant war, have agreed that ‘Europe was seeing a type of 
diplomacy which was to reach its zenith and its most cynical form in 
the coming decade’.'”” ‘More than any other individual perhaps’, they 
have suggested, ‘Mussolini was responsible for the collapse of the 
League; [the attack on] Ethiopia [in 1935] was the climax of the erosion 
begun at Corfu." 

There are, however, some problems associated with the argument 
that the Duce’s little burst of aggression was the act of ‘one man alone’. 
There is every reason to believe that elite opinion in Italy supported 
the ‘firmness’ of Mussolini’s treatment of the Greeks.’ Italy’s most 
significant, still liberal, paper, Il Corriere della Sera, under its 
renowned editor, Luigi Albertini, fully backed the government, criti- 
cising, for example, the British reaction and generally arguing that 
Italy was displaying ‘moderation’ and ‘self-sacrifice’ towards the 
‘brutally offensive’ Greeks." Antonio Salandra, the conservative who 
had taken Italy into the First World War and now national representa- 
tive to the League in Geneva, similarly endorsed Mussolini's decision, 
praising a government which was willing to bolster national pres- 
tige."" Thaon di Revel, the naval chief, had been planning an action 
against the Greeks for months, since a dispute over the ownership of 
the Dodecanese islands had continued to simmer. Indeed, on 1 August 
Thaon had advised Mussolini that a full-scale naval war with Greece 
could earn a ‘maximum profit with a minimum of risk’ and, parroting 
the language of the Nationalists, suggested that it should not be long 
before the Adriatic was made into ‘an Italian lake’.*? Antonio 
Foschini, the commander who actually landed on Corfu, was, 
according to his memoirs, much more aware of working under Thaon 
than of responding to the Duce whom he had never met.™3 

In other words, the Corfu incident offers considerable evidence for 
the Togliatti thesis that, at least in so far as international policy was 
concerned, the Fascist regime tended frequently to follow where the 
Nationalists had pointed.™4 Mussolini was not acting in a way that was 
out of line with their wishes and habits. Nor, should the truth be 
known, was his critique of the vagueness and confusion of the League 
of Nations absent from the thoughts of conservatives in such countries 
as Britain and France. Among the London press, the Morning Post, 
Daily Mail and even the Observer invoked Realpolitik to justify their 
appreciation of Italy's actions, rejecting the prospect of being dragged 
into the role of an ‘international policeman’. Mussolini's ‘virile direc- 
tion’ of his country, they said, was to be applauded." By January, 
even Headway, the journal of sympathisers with the new diplomacy, 
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averred that Mussolini counted ‘for something more than Fascism’.”° 
Neither in the 1920s nor the 1930s would Mussolini be the only 
European to doubt the efficacy of the League of Nations. 

In any case, the Corfu crisis was proving a short summer storm. On 
12 September Thaon had advised his leader that, if events pitted it 
against the British Royal Navy in the Mediterranean, the Italian fleet 
could only survive for ‘forty-eight hours’."’ Fifteen days later the 
Italian occupation of the island ended, and the conflict between Italy 
and Greece was left to international accommodation. The League, for 
the moment, had held and Italy had been shown yet again that it was 
the least of the Great Powers. On the other hand, there was little sign 
that Mussolini’s own image had been damaged by the Corfu crisis. 
Indeed, on 23 September he was informed by his secret service that the 
British ambassador in Rome, Sir Ronald Graham, rejected the view that 
the Duce’s actions had been too ‘impulsive’; rather, Graham had 
advised the authorities back in the UK, Mussolini had shown himself 
to possess limitless ‘energy’. The Duce’s sceptical realism meant that 
friendship with his Italy could from now on be based on a rigorous 
assessment of gain and loss."* Nor was Graham Mussolini's only foreign 
admirer. As early as November 1922 intelligence had been received in 
Rome that a certain ‘Hittler’, chief of the Bavarian ‘Fascists’, was 
impressed with recent events in Italy and anxious to develop better ties 
with the new administration."9 Mussolini showed some interest in the 
potentially fraternal German movement, but the fiasco of the ‘Beer Hall 
putsch’ in November 1923 persuaded him for the moment that Hitler 
and his associates were ‘buffoons’.’”? The more typical foreign sympa- 
thiser with Mussolini's policies was presently the Spanish general, 
Miguel Primo De Rivera who, visiting Rome two months after his 
September 1923 pronunciamiento, was much impressed. “Your figure’, 
he told the Duce, ‘is not just an Italian one. You are the apostle of the 
world campaign against dissolution and anarchy. ... Fascism is a uni- 
versal phenomenon that ought to conquer all nations. ... Fascism is a 
living gospel.’’”" As slightly double-edged reward, Primo was hailed by 
his king, Alfonso XIII, as ‘mon petit Mussolini’ .*?? 

Such flattery of the Italian leader was all very well, but foreign 
diplomats noticed also that the ebullience at Corfu, once it subsided, 
was not repeated, at least in the short-term. Italian foreign policy 
possessed some wobbles in the 1920s, but did not again seek to 
astonish the world. Rather, it was the fate of Fascism domestically and 
his construction of a regime to govern Italy which had all along been 
Mussolini's main priority. 
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In that regard, the Duce’s first preoccupation had been a highly 
practical one, a matter which augmented the tendency of a number of 
his contemporaries to view him -as the new Giolitti.73 Mussolini 
wanted to organise some elections. After all, he still was only the 
leader of thirty-five Fascist deputies in the Chamber. Now he needed 
to solidify a broad support to ensure that he would, for the foreseeable 
future, be as politically indispensable as Giolitti had been from 1901, to 
1915. Two techniques were employed, one legal, the other more 
overtly Fascist and revolutionary. Giacomo Acerbo, the respectable 
Fascist from the Abruzzi, acting on an initial plan by his fellow 
Southerner Michele Bianchi, had drafted a law which worked its way 
with some controversy though the parliament during the summer and 
autumn of 1923. It entailed a reward in terms of seats to be assigned for 
the largest party which won more than 25 per cent of the total suffrage 
available and so was directed at the creation of a stable majority in a 
multi-party system. The Left in great majority opposed the measure, as 
did Farinacci for different motives among the more intransigent 
Fascists. But Giolitti, Salandra, Orlando, IJ Corriere della Sera and, by 
implication, the Vatican and the King all endorsed it,4 amid much 
complacent conservative rhetoric about unifying the nation and refur- 
bishing the authority of the executive. In November the ‘Acerbo law’ 
went through the Senate in a single sitting. In January, with the 
approval of King Victor Emmanuel III, the parliament was dissolved. 
Elections were scheduled for 6 April. 

This much was constitutional; but what of the Fascist party and its 
activities in the world outside Rome? Social violence had not ceased. 
The killing of the left-Catholic priest Giovanni Minzoni near Ferrara in 
August 1923 was only the most notorious of squadrist deeds. In a 
frequent correspondence with Mussolini, Farinacci, who had assumed 
the mantle of most Fascist of the Fascists, continued to urge intransi- 
gence and to attack the retention of office by any from the old 
establishment.5 The ras of Cremona remained a zealous advocate of 
‘the methods of intelligent surgery’ against those who evinced 
lingering doubts about Fascism and its revolutionary victory.”° 

Farinacci’s level of ideological sophistication was not high. But 
Fascism was trying to establish itself intellectually. In June 1923 the 
Roman, ex-Nationalist, Giuseppe Bottai (born 1895), under Mussolini's 
spell since they had met in 1919,%7 announced with considerable 
fanfare the first issue of a journal to be entitled Critica Fascista and 
boasting on its editorial board a roll of honour of Fascists and Fascist 
sympathisers including Acerbo, Balbo, Bastianini, Bianchi, Corradini, 
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Federzoni, Forges Davanzati, Gentile, Giunta, Grandi, E.M. Gray, 
Sergio Panunzio, Rocca, Rocco, Cesare Rossi, and Rossoni. A first 
editorial explained the need to solidify the ‘revolution’ by ‘stabilising 
certain political and spiritual values’. The imprint of Nationalism was 
very strong. Indeed Corradini wrote the first article elucidating ‘the 
historic nature of political doctrines’. Forges Davanzati, another 
Nationalist who had once been employed to stiffen popular morale 
after the Caporetto defeat, went on to argue that Fascism should not be 
regarded as being in government, but instead as having become the 
government. Having overwhelmed the defeated ‘parties’, it incarnated 
a new generation, and must move forward to build a genuine nation- 
state, stiffened by ‘all the best forces’ in Italian society. Panunzio, a 
(Southern) philosopher of syndicalism, added that socialism was now 
utterly defeated, but that Fascism was rooted in its own unions, which 
ensured that Fascism and the state were becoming identical.'8 

Here, then, was a limning of matters that would be discussed both 
under the regime and by the post-1945 historiography. In a second 
issue of Critica Fascista, Mussolini himself wrote an _ preface, 
expressing his pleasure at the idea of disciplined criticism. ‘Professor 
Mussolini’ once more, he was glad that Fascism could show itself to be 
intellectually productive and was delighted when Bottai proclaimed 
Fascism ‘intellectual above everything else’.”9 Fascism, Mussolini 
emphasised, must be ‘educational’, or it was nothing.¥° In the 
following months, Bottai and others kept up their demands that the 
revolution not turn passive. Fascism, Bottai wrote, as ‘a revealed reli- 
gion has reached a point where it must codify itself and build its 
temples’."3* In the Grand Council, too, the regime talked about its 
‘historic mission’ to build a ‘new ruling class for the nation’ and 
praised the fighting spirit still evident in the MVSN, while adding 
more cautiously that ‘every attempt to separate Mussolini and Fascism 
is inane and absurd’ .*} 

Bottai did not forget respect, either. Local party bosses erred when 
they grew too independent. They must comprehend that their Duce 
was ‘a man full of power and sweetness, who has not forgotten and 
will not forget that to rule is neither just a matter of convincing people 
nor of forcing them but rather an exquisite synthesis of both. ... As 
far as we are concerned Fascists have only one way to be genuinely 
Mussolinian and that is to live the life of the party intelligently’. 
Resisting the siren song of those who were ‘discontented, deluded, 
incapable and unworthy’, Fascists should try automatically to second 
the ‘struggles and preoccupations of the Chief’. In his continuing 
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programme and mental attitude, Bottai, something of a perpetual 
adolescent, would spend two generations working towards his Duce. 
But the question remains: how many other Italians were as ready to 
subjugate their souls to Mussolini as was Bottai? 

Nor did expressions of loyalty or love salve Mussolini’s own deep- 
ening sense of the hollowness of life. As the elections were being held, 
he published in Gerarchia a disquisition on Machiavelli. He had, he 
remarked, just re-read the Florentine writer’s corpus, although, he 
added modestly, he had not fully plumbed the secondary literature in 
Italy and abroad. Machiavelli's thought was, Mussolini announced, 
more alive now than ever. His pessimism about human nature was 
eternal in its acuity. Individuals simply could not be relied on volun- 
tarily to ‘obey the law, pay their taxes and serve in war’. No 
well-ordered society could want the people to be sovereign. 
Machiavelli's cynical acumen exposed the fatuity of the dreams of the 
Enlightenment (and of Mussolini’s own political philosophy before 
1914).34 

If dark thoughts about human nature could not altogether be 
dispelled from his mind, for the present matters seemed set fair for the 
Duce. Addressing party faithful in January 1924 Mussolini warned 
them against developing ideas about a leader pushed this way or that 
by good or bad counsellors. Rather, in his ‘not at all sociable life’, he 
made his decisions in the solitude of his soul and often late at night. 
Each morning five or six men came briefly in to instruct him about the 
condition of Italy. He listened to them, but then made up his own 
mind.%5 This gospel about his charisma and his ‘savagery’ continued to 
win converts. All over the country, men from the elite hastened to join 
the listone (big list), as the government ticket for the elections was 
called. Arnaldo Mussolini passed on the sage and very northern 
advice to his brother that, south of Rome, the listone should cheerfully 
accommodate the old elite, since there ‘personalities’ and not parties 
were what counted."° With the government able to rely on widespread 
approval from the ‘best people’, the electoral campaign proceeded in 
relative calm and, all decorum, Mussolini again explicitly instructed 
the prefects to suppress violence from whichever part of the political 
spectrum it originated. 37 

The result was a triumph. The listone had not needed the assistance 
of the provisions of the Acerbo law, since the government won more 
than half the votes in the North of Italy, 76 per cent in the Centre and 
81.5 per cent in the South where, 18 months earlier, Fascism had 
scarcely existed. Never before in Italian national history since 1861 
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had there been such a resounding victory. Moreover, in its aftermath, 
Mussolini sought to take consensus further, coolly reviving the idea of 
an accord with the moderate socialists. Could reformist leader Filippo 
Turati and trade union chief Ludovico D’Aragona, it was asked, be 
‘transformed’ into a fully united, national government?™® 

Some on the Left remained determined to oppose the Fascist tide. 
Among them was Giacomo Matteotti, himself a reformist but a man 
especially hated by the Fascists because of his class and regional back- 
ground — his family in Rovigo were prominent in a local bank39 — and 
because he had so firmly rejected the patriotic option in the First 
World War. Matteotti also had excellent international contacts and, in 
April 1924, he travelled to London and met some Labour leaders. On 30 
May, again in Italy, Matteotti spoke up in the Chamber against what he 
said had been fraudulent elections, in which the level of cynical 
violence might be compared with Mexico, were it not for the fact that 
such a statement insulted the Mexicans.“° More worryingly, it was 
rumoured that Matteotti had collected damning evidence about 
Fascist corruption. Vast bribes, it seemed, had been paid by Sinclair 
Oil, an American company with flourishing ties to such prominent 
bankers as Samuel Guggenheim, J.P. Morgan and Andrew Mellon, in 
order to secure the right to control petrol distribution in Italy." There 
were also tales of illicit arms trading. Arnaldo Mussolini was thougitt 
to be implicated in some of the deals,’ as were others in the Duce’s 
entourage, including Finzi, a very wealthy Fascist from the Polesine 
and so from Matteotti’s immediate world. If its violence had not 
condemned it, was Fascism about to fall beneath the weight of party 
corruption? 

It was not. On 10 June the sensational news spread that Matteotti 
had been kidnapped. Armed men had grabbed him while he was 
walking near his house by the Tiber, bundling him forcibly into their 
car which had then sped off. The leader of the squad involved was 
Amerigo Dumini. Born in 1896 to emigrants in St. Louis, Missouri, 
Dumini had excellent contacts which reached up to the Duce himself. 
Matteotti had been taken on a journey from which he was not destined 
to return. No news of the oil or other possible scandals was further to 
disturb the press. But Matteotti’s abduction threatened to destroy the 
edifice which Mussolini had been so adroitly and single-mindedly 
constructing since October 1922. Would his coalition survive murder 
not just in the provinces, but on the streets of the capital and where 
blood seemed to stain the hands of the Prime Minister himself? 
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~~ the beginning of June 1924, having established himself as the 
‘new man’ of post-war politics, Mussolini seemed entrenched in a 
certain sort of power. He had enjoyed administering a nation and had 
proved lively and adroit in keeping together his coalition of support 
and, indeed, in expanding it. He had been careful to ingratiate himself 
with the old Liberals, the most significant of whom had joined his 
listone in the elections.‘ He had continued to harness the ‘energy’ of 
provincial Fascism with skill and ruthlessness, deploring ‘useless’ 
violence’ but by no means rejecting the intimidation of his surviving 
political opponents. ‘Order’, Fascist order, he was given to 
proclaiming, was a fundamental national concern; without it, the lira 
might fall3 and the nation be unable to assert its proper place in the 
world. Since October 1922 Mussolini had successfully presented 
himself both as the Fascist Duce, commander of a crusading militia, 
and as a statesman-in-the-making, in Rome set high above petty local 
concerns. With his huge electoral victory he had achieved a position 
of political strength beyond that imagined by Giolitti or Crispi, 
Depretis or Cavour. Here, indeed, was a man who, had he wanted, 
could have become a ‘parliamentary dictator’ with few dangers or 
threats lurking in his path. In less than two years, Benito Mussolini 
had made himself the Italian politician of whom everyone, both within 
his country and without, had heard. 

Did he, then, know where he was going? Was he already deter- 
mined to be a Fascist dictator? Some analysts say so.4 His personality 
certainly remained domineering, and his tactical relationship with his 
own party was such that either he was acknowledged as its unchal- 
lenged leader or the Fascist movement was relegated to the provinces 
and he must find another vehicle through which to obtain power. 
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Furthermore, he had never hidden his contempt for much parliamen- 
tary practice, although the zeal with which he applied himself to 
managing an election suggested that he had still not discounted the 
Chamber as a seat of authority. Most importantly, Mussolini was 
distinguished from his Liberal predecessors in understanding that, 
even in relatively backward Italy, a successful politician now required 
a means or a rhetoric which could bind a very considerable percentage 
of the population to his cause. The depressed democrat, Gaetano 
Salvemini, may have declared sadly that only some 100 000 Italians 
really cared about their nation,’ and it was true that much of peasant 
and female Italy was politicised in the most marginal of senses and 
could easily slip back into the patterns of the pre-modern political and 
social worlds. But Mussolini had recognised that, after the mobilising 
which had gone on during the First World War, all Italians had to be 
addressed politically. As never before, they needed to believe that 
they belonged to the nation-state. In one way or another, as Prime 
Minister or as dictator, Mussolini would want to press forward with 
the ‘nationalisation of the masses’ .® 

And yet historians need to be careful. Hindsight always smoothes 
the confusions and compromises of real life, locating patterns and 
inevitabilities where they may not have existed. Whether Mussolini, 
as yet, knew that he was travelling to a ‘totalitarian’ end, as it wouid 
soon come to be called, and that he was destined to impose a secular 
religion whose most obvious characteristic would be his own deifica- 
tion, may be doubted. The Mussolini who liked to crash through or to 
crash seemed balanced by the more machiavellian traditional politi- 
cian who was at his happiest negotiating deals with all sides. Not for 
nothing was Mussolini, in the aftermath of his electoral victory, 
rumoured to be reviving thoughts, expressed three years before in the 
pact of pacification and never entirely abandoned,’ that a ‘transforma- 
tion’ of some socialists into governmental ranks might yet be possible.® 
In June 1924 Mussolini was still endeavouring to combine the roles of 
Prime Minister of a coalition administration and Fascist Duce. 

The kidnapping and murder of Matteotti marked a major crisis in 
Mussolini's life. Was he responsible for the killing? His Italian biogra- 
pher De Felice says no, or at least not directly.2 The most recent 
historian of the event, Mauro Canali, disagrees, ascribing direct blame 
to the Duce." In Canali’s view a Ceka had been established in July 1923 
as a ‘secret criminal organisation at Mussolini’s command’.” Its 
creation signalled the commencement of ‘totalitarian’ state terrorism, 
even if the killing of Matteotti had been arranged to silence him more 
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because of the practical matter of the oil scandal than as an attack on 
‘Anti-Fascism’. 

Canali’s detail is impressive, but- perhaps the case against Mussolini 
remains ‘not-proven’, to utilise that significant Scottish legal term. 
There can be little doubt that Mussolini had, on many occasions, 
condoned and encouraged violence and murder, and that he hated 
Matteotti.” It is clear, too, that the squad led by Dumini planned their 
attack with the foreknowledge of the highest circles of the Fascist 
party, and with the direct assistance of such figures as Marinelli, Finzi, 
Cesare Rossi and Filippo Filippelli, the editor of I] Corriere Italiano and 
a major contact to the financial world for Arnaldo Mussolini. On the 
night of g-10 June Dumini and his associates parked their car, which 
had been obtained for them by Filippelli, in the cortile of the Palazzo 
Chigi itself, with the justification that Cavalier Dumini was an assis- 
tant of Rossi, engaged on important business in Rome.“ Equally, the 
legal processes after the event were designed to avoid any thorough 
investigation and, though Dumini and other members of the squad did 
go to gaol, they scarcely suffered the punishment they deserved. 

And yet some questions remain. Both Dumini and his enforcer, the 
butcher Albino Volpi, earned themselves ample files in the Duce’s 
private secretariat. The content is curious. Each, either directly or 
through family members or friends, wrote to their dictator with a 
combination of pious respect and an open hint of blackmail. Asmara 
Norchi Volpi, for example, in May 1929 urged Mussolini's intervention 
to grant her husband a licence for a new market stall in Milan both 
because of what she described as the parlous economic circumstances 
of the Volpi family and because of the ‘merit’ Albino Volpi had earned 
(and would always be ready to earn) in the cause of “Your Excellency 
and Fascism’." Five years later, business still being bad for the Volpis, 
a friend reminded Mussolini of Volpi’s ‘faith, courage and devotion to 
the Duce’, while Volpi himself assured the dictator that he did little 
except call down blessings on him, his loved ones and family.” 

Still more striking is the correspondence with Dumini who, by 
1939, had managed to extract from the regime subsidies which officials 
tallied in excess of 2.37 million lire.’7 In his letters to his Duce, Dumini 
was much given to asking: ‘Can Your Excellency have forgotten what, 
in the years of danger, Amerigo Dumini did for the Idea’?® As he bled 
his patron, Dumini frequently philosophised about the Darwinian 
world in which fate might happily allow him to ‘see the end of our 
suffering and the extermination of all those who seek in vain to ruin 
me and my whole family’, malevolent people who pullulated and 
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plotted within the ranks of the party as well as elsewhere. Dumini, in 
other words, viewed himself much more as a client than as a selfless 
legionary of the Fascist creed. This impression is confirmed by a letter 
written by Dumini’s mother to Mussolini complaining that the 
confining of her son to Longobuco in Calabria was intolerable since 
such a southern paese was ‘a place for wild beasts, in regard to the 
climate, the isolation, and the food and lodging’.?? The Duminis were 
scarcely convinced that every village in the South was an equal part of 
the Fascist nation, but they did know that one who assumed the status 
of a patron had obligations to his client. 

The correspondence with the killers of Matteotti thus offers excel- 
lent evidence of the lingering of patron-client relations and a 
patron—client mindset even in a boasted totalitarian state. But what 
does it demonstrate about Mussolini's guilt for the actual murder? The 
messages are mixed. In other regimes, Dumini, Volpi and the rest 
surely would not have survived their own importunity. Few thought 
blackmailing Hitler or Stalin a fruitful idea. Compared with the Night 
of the Long Knives in Nazi Germany, let alone the purges in Stalin’s 
USSR, or the vicious pursuit of republican sympathisers in Franco's 
Spain, the killing of Matteotti was messy and amateurish, both in the 
event and after. When Matteotti was bundled into the car, a local 
portiere noted its number-plate*' and it was soon traced. Did the squad 
really intend to kill the socialist or was their intention merely to beat 
him severely? If murder was the aim, the killers were remarkably 
incompetent in disposing of the corpse, which they eventually left by 
the road leading from Rome into the Sabine hills. Allegedly they had 
simply driven their Lancia around until almost out of petrol and then 
scrabbled a shallow grave at the roadside.” No preparations had been 
made to suppress or answer the inevitable hue and cry which devel- 
oped over the fate of the disappeared deputy and which continued 
unabated until the body was found on 16 August. The panicky deci- 
sion on 12 June to arrest Dumini, for fear that a chain of responsibility 
might lead to Mussolini, was another leap in the dark, certainly 
unplanned before the event. Finally, Mussolini himself would go out 
of his way to send financial assistance to the widow and children of 
Matteotti,3 perhaps proof of guilt, but not an act of that cruelty and 
callousness which other dictators later so readily displayed. A dictator 
with at least the glimmering of a contrite heart both to his henchmen 
and his victims, if that is what Mussolini was, is an unusual figure on 
the brutal stage of twentieth-century history. 

In any case, in the short term the greatest significance for Mussolini 
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of the Matteotti murder lay in his political handling of the event. Here, 
after initial hesitations (both Rachele, his wife, and Margherita Sarfatti 
did their best to stiffen his morale),74 Mussolini rose to the occasion 
and, from the edge of disaster, steered a course which led to his re- 
affirmation as national leader. Three forces stood in his path, each of 
great potential menace. How did the old elites, apparently convinced 
in their allegiance to liberal values and the law, cope with a Prime 
Minister implicated in murder? How, too, did the more radical opposi- 
tion approach the occasion which seemed so promising for their 
Anti-Fascism? And what finally was the attitude of the Fascists of the 
provinces? Did they not want to use the killing ofa socialist to take the 
revolution further and faster and now liquidate all their enemies, if 
necessary sloughing off the Duce in favour of some more drastically 
Fascist ras? 

The King, the Pope, the Army, business, the elites of Italian political 
and civil society, and many a distinguished foreign observer?> caused 
little difficulty. Their attitude to the crisis was well summed up in an 
editorial in the London Times which advised that ‘homicide is more 
common ... [in Italy and its political circles] than in most other 
civilised states’.?° The paper, none the less, did not formally condone 
murder and had harsh words for ‘village ruffians’ and “hooligans in the 
towns who committed crimes on the pretext that they were serving 
the Fascist cause’. The Times’ editorials even acknowledged that 
Mussolini might have ‘provoked Nemesis himself’.?7 However, then 
and later, the paper’s editor believed in the Prime Minister’s ultimate 
good faith, backed his victory over ‘Bolshevism’ and agreed that his 
fall was ‘too horrible to contemplate’. 

The Vatican’s Osservatore Romano was similarly willing to forgive 
and forget, preaching in predictable parable: ‘Let him who is without 
sin cast the first stone’.?? The Monarchy agreed. Victor Emmanuel III, 
some months earlier, had praised Mussolini's ‘capacity for work and 
extraordinary ability at assimilating information’, applauding his 
defeat of the ‘low game of the parties’.3° After the elections, the King’s 
speech to the Chamber had gone out of its way to salute the triumph 
of ‘the generation of Victory [in the War] which now controls the 
government’.?* And throughout the Matteotti crisis, Victor Emmanuel 
resisted calls for Mussolini’s dismissal on the conveniently constitu- 
tional grounds that he was ‘blind and deaf’ until the Prime Minister 
lost his majority in the parliament, while noting in his diary that 
Salandra, too, was still a supporter of the Fascist chief.3? The Army 
leadership, which had gone on disliking the MVSN’s ideological 
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commitment, its amateurism and its threat to the Army’s own 
perquisites, took the occasion of the crisis to hand over 100 000 war 
surplus rifles to the party militia, thus confirming its preference for 
Mussolini over the alternatives.33 Some business leaders deplored the 
murder, with Gino Olivetti briefly nourishing the heresy that ‘the 
black flag may not be better than the red’ .34 However, the majority of 
Italian industrialists remembered instead their old catch-cry that poli- 
tics was a dirty business, taking the self-interested line that now was 
the time to concentrate on their profits and leave others to make the 
big political choices.35 Their decision was sweetened in September 
when Mussolini elevated a score of their number to the Senate.3° Even 
liberal philosopher—historian Benedetto Croce favoured the ‘best 
elements of Fascism’ and refrained from campaigning against 
Mussolini.37 

To be sure the first news of the murder, and Mussolini’s initial 
embarrassment and unease in the Chamber on 11 and 13 June — the 
Duce talked weakly of ‘devilish’ plots against himself3* — had worried 
quite a few liberals. The stock market briefly shook.39 But, soon after, 
the crisis turned from being an issue of the law or of the tolerance of 
social violence to one of a conflict between Fascism and Anti-Fascism. 
In that dispute, the elites of old Italy knew where they stood. 

It was the democratic and socialist left, joined by what remained of 
the Popolari, who had made the choice a stark one. On 13 June some 
hundred deputies abandoned the parliamentary chamber, branding 
the government itself unconstitutional. With that love of classical 
parallels they ironically shared with Mussolini, the Anti-Fascists 
called themselves the ‘Aventine secession’ on the model of what, on 
occasion, the plebs had done in republican Rome. While the King, 
Army and Pope wavered, the tribunes of the Left had opted for rigour 
and decency, but their virtue would not save them from defeat. 

Mussolini knew how to outflank them. On 17 June he announced 
that the ex-Nationalist Luigi Federzoni was taking over the Ministry 
of the Interior, the fount of constitutional discipline in Italy. It was a 
brilliant choice.4° Federzoni’s respectability dissipated whatever 
doubts about Fascism and its leader currently afflicted members of the 
old elite. Federzoni’s deference, demonstrated by the ease with which 
the ANI had accepted the merging of their movement with the 
National Fascist Party, ensured that he would not himself plot to 
thwart the Duce’s will. 

In any case, the Anti-Fascists on the Aventine were finding that 
their gesture of disapproval and dismay was barren. The passage of 
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time worked against them, bringing their numerous divisions to the 
surface. By November 1924 communist leader Gramsci had been 
driven to the maximalist and despairing conclusion that Fascism and 
liberal democracy were ‘objectively’ alike. The years of squadrist 
assault had reduced the working class to ‘a disconnected, fragmented, 
scattered mass’ with no energy or purpose. The PC d’I, he complained, 
had no line or method left through which it could control events.” 
More moderate socialists were appalled by communist intransigence, 
but their urging of unity at all costs fell on deaf ears.*? The democrat 
Giovanni Amendola retreated to an intransigence of his own, deciding 
that ‘we ... the cultivated, middling classes are the last hope of 
Italy’,8 an attitude ill-calculated to win over those convinced they 
served workers or peasants. At I] Corriere della Sera, Luigi Albertini 
had ended his earlier flirtation with Fascism and tried bravely if belat- 
edly to reaffirm liberal values, but, though his paper’s circulation 
increased, its editor, too, proposed no real solution to the political 
crisis.44 Among the Catholics, Sturzo and De Gasperi wondered 
whether the ban on alliance with the socialist left should now be 
lifted, but more authoritative Church spokesmen pronounced that the 
whole Aventine experiment amounted to a ‘grave error’ .45 During the 
dark days of the regime Anti-Fascists might argue that the Aventine 
experience had helped to forge their political understanding, but, in 
the immediate circumstances of 1924, it was soon evident that they 
offered little threat to Mussolini's retention of authority. 

More rumbustious were the Fascists. Their typical figure of the 
moment was Farinacci. In his paper Cremona nuova he expressed an 
adamantine intransigence. There would be trouble, he warned as early 
as 14 June, if the party in the provinces believed that the leadership 
was betraying them. Statesmanlike speeches by Mussolini in Rome 
were all very well, but Fascism must not resile from ‘the full recogni- 
tion of the rights of the victors over the vanquished’ .47 Mussolini must 
construct a strong state and a Fascist one, and do so without back- 
sliding or regret.4® 

Mussolini’s own tone was more fluctuating, as he sedulously strove 
to tell his listeners what they wanted to hear. Once he overcame his 
initial confusion, he instructed his prefects to keep him especially 
informed about Fascist extremism, although he also organised official 
Fascist rallies against the opposition and any revival of ‘subversion’ .49 
As well as continuing to blame dissident Fascists for the murder of 
Matteotti and to deny any personal responsibility — the act, he wrote 
in Il Popolo d’Italia, was ‘barbarous, useless, Anti-Fascist, and, froma 
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political viewpoint, anti-Mussolinian’s° — the Duce used the appoint- 
ment of Federzoni to assure the Chamber of Deputies that he favoured 
‘legality’ and ‘national conciliation’. None the less, he added with a 
hint of truculence, he had no intention of ‘renouncing those princi- 
ples which we have the sacrosanct duty to defend at any cost’. To the 
Grand Council, his message was similar. The Nationalists were now 
fully fused with the rest and, after all, ‘Fascism’ was ‘composed of ex-s’ 
of one kind or another. ‘The fascistisation of Italy’, he went on, ‘must 
happen but its pace cannot be forced’.* 

As the weeks slipped by and his government survived, Mussolini 
augmented his efforts to win over the liberal elite. The new Italy, he 
declared, stood for peace at home and abroad, but peace based on 
‘dignity, pride and a sense of discipline’.3 Collaboration between 
Fascism and Liberalism was ‘possible, desirable, and fertile in its 
results’. Fascism had transcended the era of the club and castor oil. It 
was even time to be modest. ‘If the nation one day tires of me I shall go 
without slamming the door and with a tranquil conscience, since so 
many big and difficult issues in every field from that of banking to 
those of foreign policy have been confronted and resolved’ .54 These 
seductive words made it all the more urgent for a man like Farinacci to 
understand that his own rhetoric must avoid all ‘threats and intimida- 
tion’. “You must wave not just an olive branch, but a whole forest of 
olive trees’, Mussolini admonished.» 

But a second murder now sent the crisis lurching on to another 
track. On 12 September the Fascist deputy and unionist Armando 
Casalini was shot down on the streets of Rome. Blood had been, or 
seemed to have been, matched with blood. Farinacci responded imme- 
diately by declaring that enough was enough, demanding that 
Amendola, Albertini, Sturzo and Turati pay the price for any Fascist 
sacrifice. Fascists like himself, true Fascists, could no longer tolerate 
having their hands bound. Vengeance must be theirs.5° ‘The land of 
Dante and Mazzini must not be consigned to Lenin’,»” he urged, 
summoning provincial Fascism behind him. 

For a while Mussolini resisted, at least in public, the pressure which 
continued to build from a ‘second wave’ of squadrism. On 4 October 
he was careful to state, piously and with an obvious moral for the mili- 
tary chiefs, that ‘the day in which the Army becomes seditious, that 
day the nation runs mortal danger’.5* Into the bargain, he now took 
the moment to speak ingratiatingly about poets and intellectuals at the 
Bocconi university in Milan (and make modest complaint about his 
own lack of proper academic opportunity so far).59 He went on official 
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pilgrimage to the Touring Club Italiano, patriotic redoubt of the 
Milanese bourgeoisie.°° He was all decorum as he mourned the death 
of Giacomo Puccini, whose music, he said, had brought the nation 
‘pure and refulgent glory’.®' He spoke, too, in many a small northern 
town, never forgetting to praise the locals’ own virtues.” But still he 
did not act. Indeed, on 11 November he again assured the Chamber 
that rassismo was in decline and ‘Fascist illegality, too, is not only not 
tolerated but is severely punished’. Otherwise, he joked to the Senate 
a few weeks later, to the ‘opposition of many colours’ among the Anti- 
Fascists might be added a ‘Fascist Aventine’.®3 

Action, after all, there was going to be. In December Farinacci was 
not alone in his mounting impatience to unleash a Fascist offensive.™ 
The legal process for the Matteotti murder had reached De Bono and 
Finzi® and again threatened to inculpate Mussolini himself.°* There 
were rumours, too, of open dissidence in the cabinet where De’ Stefani 
had sought permission to resign and where a number of ex-liberal and 
Nationalist ministers, including even Federzoni, were nervous and 
restive.°7 Among the Fascists, discontent grew, focusing on the posi- 
tion of Federzoni as Minister of the Interior and on what seemed 
Mussolini’s own endless prevarications. Although Farinacci could still 
warn off potential competitors with the advice that ‘only one myth’ 
was tenable in Italy — that of the Duce,®® to his leader, he urged that the 
tocsin be sounded for the offensive.°? The Tuscan radical Fascist 
Curzio Suckert, better known under his pen-name as Curzio 
Malaparte, was unrepentant in attacking the Duce himself, warning 
him that ‘it was not Mussolini who had carried the Fascists to... the 
Prime Ministership, but the Fascists who had carried him to power’. 
Now ‘Mussolini must bow to the revolutionary will [of the provincial 
Fascists] or resign, even if only for a short time, the revolutionary 
mandate entrusted to him’.7° 

The pressure had built to breaking-point. On 30 December 1924 
Mussolini instructed the prefects to convey to deputies home for the 
Christmas holidays that they must absolutely attend the parliament on 
3 January, when the Prime Minister would give a major speech.7' The 
Duce tried to evince a public calm — the story was spread that, on 2 
January 1925, one visitor had a 9 am meeting with the Duce so that 
they could discuss the elegance and meaning of Dante's prose; 
Mussolini maintained that he disciplined himself to read a Canto every 
morning and it was implied that his current scanning of the Great 
National Poet influenced the phrases of the speech to be delivered the 
next day.” There was no doubt, however, that, although he remained 


202 


The imposition of dictatorship, 1924-1925 


nervous at the possible negative reaction of King, Army and old elites 
to a variety of Fascist coup,”3 he had now been persuaded to step into 
the open and resolve the crisis. 

When he spoke to the Chamber his phrases were plangent. The 
opposition on the Aventine was damned as ‘an anti-constitutional 
secession, unacceptably revolutionary’ in its intent. Mussolini himself 
was a man of ‘reasonable intelligence, much courage and an utter 
contempt for monetary gain’. If he had wanted to set up a Ceka, he 
would have done so in a whole-hearted manner. In any case, whatever 
had been planned and plotted in June, now ‘I declare, in the presence 
of this assembly and that of the whole Italian people, that I, and I 
alone, assume the political, moral and historic responsibility for every- 
thing that has happened’. ‘If the outbreaks of violence have been the 
result of a particular historic, political and moral climate, I take the 
responsibility, because I created this historical, political and moral 
climate with a propaganda campaign which has run from the 
Intervento until today.’ ‘When two irreconcilable forces meet’, he 
proclaimed in peroration, ‘the only solution is force.’ When he fell 
silent, Farinacci, a rival noticed, strode across the chamber ostenta- 
tiously to be the first to shake his hand. On 3 January 1925 the 
Matteotti affair had found its resolution and Benito Mussolini had 
announced himself as the Fascist dictator of Italy. 

To the words were added deeds. On 12 January the King approved a 
new cabinet. Gone then or in the next few months were most of the 
Liberals; by August Mussolini himself was Prime Minister, Minister 
for Foreign Affairs, Minister of War, Minister of the Navy, Minister for 
Aviation. Later he would also become Minister of Corporations (1926- 
29), Minister of Colonies (1928-29) and Minister of Public Works 
(1929), while in November 1926 he resumed his position as Minister of 
the Interior. This slew of offices has a curious side; being a Pooh-Bah 
is not the most obvious way to consolidate individual power. Certainly 
Hitler, Stalin and Franco never followed Mussolini's course in this 
regard. Inevitably, the Under-Secretaries of Mussolini’s numerous 
portfolios conducted most day to day business. Here Fascists were now 
present with Grandi, Under-Secretary at the Foreign Ministry from 
May 1925, Balbo, Under-Secretary for Aviation from November 1926, 
Teruzzi, Bianchi and Arpinati, all serving turns as Under-Secretary for 
the Interior (Bianchi was also for a time at Public Works), Giunta as 
Under-Secretary to the Prime Minister, Bottai at Corporations and 
Fulvio Suvich, Alessandro Lessona, Dino Alfieri and De Bono, who 
had shrugged off the Matteotti affair, acting as Under-Secretaries of 
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this ministry or that. From July 1925 De’ Stefani was replaced at the 
Ministry of Finance by Giuseppe Volpi, the ex-Giolittian, ex- 
neutralist, ex-target of the Nationalists, ex-Governor of Tripolitania, 
appointed to that last post by Amendola in liberal days but, from 
October 1922, willing servant of Fascism. With an ideological practi- 
cality which would often characterise the dictatorship, Volpi, who had 
not taken a Fascist card until July 1923 (but could boast that he served 
on the board of forty-six companies already in 1922), had his party 
membership back-dated to January 1921.7° Lessona, later to be 
Minister of Colonies, cut his teeth as Mussolini’s conduit to the 
Albanian politician who, president from January 1925, elevated 
himself in 1928 to be King Zog I,” and, as a reward for his skill in 
bribery and diplomacy, similarly acquired a forged party history.” 

Along with the new appointments to government came changes in 
the administration of the Fascist party. Since August 1924 the travail 
over the Matteotti affair had been reflected in the handing of the party 
to an emergency directing committee of fifteen. However, on 12 
February 1925 Mussolini appointed Farinacci as the sole PNF secre- 
tary. The party, it had been announced, would be purged of the 
corrupt and the lukewarm, the arrivistes and the cynics. Its local 
disputes, Mussolini instructed the new secretary, must remain local 
and not damage the ‘prestige of Fascism and its work of government’.79 
With this charge to discipline the party, Mussolini had, as it were, 
chosen a thief to catch a thief, elevating a potential opponent, but one 
whose venality and other weaknesses actually made him easy to 
control, to a key position in his regime. It was a tactic Mussolini would 
repeat. Along with the purge also went an expansion — under 
Farinacci, party membership, which had fallen to below 600 000 in the 
second half of 1924 rose to 938 000 in 1926.°° The ranks of the PNF 
were again opened to those sufficiently clear-eyed to realise the advan- 
tage which could spring from their membership, and from being led 
by a Duce who intended a lengthy stay in office. 

Mussolini's relationship with Farinacci is a psychologically inter- 
esting one, revealing a great deal about both the Fascist government 
and its leader. Farinacci was an extremist of a kind, winning approval 
from such diverse Fascist revolutionaries as Malaparte and the fanati- 
cally Anti-Semitic Preziosi and his journal, La Vita Italiana.* 
Farinacci himself, the ex-railway worker socialist, flaunted his 
populist crudity, never being happier than when berating priestly 
piety and deriding any display of manners and decency. His course 
through Fascism — he remained a leading figure almost to the end — 
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made him in time a staunch advocate of the alliance with Nazism and 
an out-and-out racist.* And yet Farinacci better resembled a 
Tammany Hall tough than an ideological fanatic.*3 He was neither a 
Himmler nor a Goebbels, despite his prominent role in the Fascist 
press and his effrontery in publicly defending Dumini and the killers 
of Matteotti.*4 It is hard to see him as a true believer in anything 
except Roberto Farinacci and in the need to remain angry against all 
those who blocked his path to wealth and fame. 

Mussolini, with whom he exchanged a frequent and often 
passionate correspondence, well understood that ultimate ideological 
emptiness, especially because, over time, it became so evident that he 
shared it. Meanwhile the Duce endured, and even perhaps enjoyed, 
Farinacci’s regular pin-pricks about this or that gap between Fascist 
theory and Fascist practice (and his regular declarations that he was a 
Fascist who told the truth), rather as he enjoyed occasional contact 
with his similarly down-to-earth wife. Alone among Mussolini's asso- 
ciates, Farinacci confessed that he thought of the Duce as a ‘brother’ 
and a ‘friend’.*5 Just in case fraternal amity should have its limits, 
Mussolini treasured in his private files a piece of evidence which could 
rein in Farinacci. The rough and tumble boss of Cremona had plagia- 
rised, in the most straightforward fashion, the thesis which earned 
him the right to a well-remunerated career as a lawyer,*° amending the 
title of another’s work and repeating it word for word. The Duce 
amplified his version of these texts with a formal note stating that, 
legally, Farinacci’s deed was punishable with 6 months of gaol, ‘being 
mandatory in all universities in the kingdom where university exams 
are concerned’.®7 

The PNF apart, other social forces needed adjusting to the patterns 
of open dictatorship. Although the crucial appointment was not made 
until May 1925, Mussolini quickly looked to the military, knowing 
only too well that, in any society, power potentially grew out of the 
barrel of a gun. The Isonzo stalemate and Caporetto defeat had left 
major stains on the Army’s record. In the dopoguerra experts were 
bitterly divided over how the armed forces might be made more 
modern and efficient, with radicals pressing for a populist nation 
armée (nazione armata), though always remaining a little vague about 
the detail. The numerous generals (from 176 in 1914, they numbered 
556 in 1919)** were more circumspect about change since, above all, 
they were unwilling to accept any whittling down of their own status 
and influence. During the Fascist rise to government, the Army debate 
focused on questions of pay and conditions for officers as a whole, and 
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the lack of resolution on such humdrum matters was symbolised by 
the successive appointments of four Ministers of War in the course of 
1922.89 The Army leadership was, to say the least, highly tolerant of 
most Fascist attacks on the ex-‘defeatist’ Left in the provinces. The 
army paper, L’Esercito italiano, on 31 October 1922 hailed ‘our revolu- 
tion’, even if it then explained that Fascism had won ‘precisely 
because [this revolution] had nothing really new to show to the Italian 
people’ .° 

From 1922 to 1925 Diaz presided over a restructuring of the military 
forces, but it was very much a conservative one, all the more because 
De’ Stefani had severely trimmed the defence budget.” Nevertheless, 
money was found to increase officers’ and, especially, generals’ pay; 
while from November 1924 the new senior rank of Marshal was estab- 
lished (enabling Italians, it was implied, to match the Napoleonic 
system in France and so avoid the ‘dishonour’ of lessened status at 
international meetings). In 1924 the lax traditionalism of Diaz was 
being widely attacked, notably by such rival generals as Antonino Di 
Giorgio and Gaetano Giardino. Relations with the MVSN remained 
delicate. 

Mussolini the dictator cut a tangle of Gordian knots. His choice for 
the co-ordinating position as Chief of General Staff was Pietro 
Badoglio, who had held the same position under Nitti and Giolitti from 
Ig1g9 to 1921. One of the great stayers of the regime, Badoglio hung on 
to his office until after the disastrous military failure in Greece in the 
autumn of 1940. To be ennobled as Duke of Addis Ababa, Badoglio 
sprang from a Piedmontese petit bourgeois family, with impeccable 
liberal antecedents. His father and grandfather had been mayors of 
Piedmontese towns. Blamed in many quarters for direct responsi- 
bility for the Caporetto fiasco,% as well as being highly reluctant to 
implement any thorough investigation of the Army’s planning, logis- 
tics and morale,9 Badoglio was a monarchist who, on the eve of the 
March on Rome, had made no secret of his willingness to fire on the 
Fascists if called upon to do so.%° None the less he readily accepted the 
Fascist government and, perhaps archly, in 1923 chose Cremona nuova 
to express his admiration for the ‘healthiness’ of the effect of the new 
regime.%” That did not mean that he had become an advocate of radical 
military reform, rather the reverse. The appointment of Badoglio as 
Chief of General Staff signalled a quietist army, whose main preoccu- 
pation would be to look after its own (while Badoglio rarely avoided 
personal opportunity for venality).%° 

Lest Badoglio were more ambitious than he seemed, Mussolini 
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constrained him by appointing to the new position of Deputy Chief of 
General Staff, Francesco Saverio Grazioli, an ostentatiously pro-Fascist 
general, but one known to be inconstant and unreliable, and to be 
hated by Badoglio. Mussolini’s own accession to the Ministry of War 
made the theorem perfect. As Giorgio Rochat, Italy’s brilliant military 
historian, has put it, Mussolini's stratagems had created ‘an army with 
too many officers, too few soldiers, inadequate material reserves and 
an antiquated structure, costly in its management and with excessive 
ambitions’, while also, given Fascism’s silencing of an ‘Anti-Fascist’ 
press, easily able to avoid criticism.°? Rochat did not need to add that 
this Army would, unless there was complete disaster, be loyal to 
Mussolini, though remaining in its ultimate disposition more friendly 
towards the King and Italy’s old institutions than to the Fascist party 
and its purported ‘revolution’. In 1925, its most significent leaders 
thought with considerable justification that they had adapted the Duce 
to their own cause. 

The Matteotti murder and its aftermath, and the tumultuous road 
which had led both to the acceptance of dictatorship and this rash of 
new appointments had, it now became clear, exacted a price from 
Mussolini. At 4 a.m. on the morning of 15 February, only three days 
after he had entrusted the PNF to Farinacci, the Duce who, until now, 
had seemed so robust, so intrepid, so bold, so unbowed, so jaunty, 
the man whose charisma had indeed been constructed on a version of 
brutal manliness, was suddenly taken ill. The crisis was severe. In his 
flat in the Via Rasella, he vomited blood and his housekeeper 
urgently summoned doctors to his bedside.”° They diagnosed an 
ulcer, counselled quiet and proposed a change in diet. Mussolini 
withdrew from the limelight for a number of weeks and put up with 
the rumours zealously collected by the police that he was danger- 
ously ill and that Federzoni was talking to Salandra and Giolitti about 
a moderate triumvirate which could replace him and simultaneously 
beat off the threat of the Fascist trio of Farinacci, De Vecchi and 
Giunta. Even after he recovered Mussolini subsequently ate little 
meat and drank sparingly. The school-mate of one of his sons later 
remembered the Duce waxing sententious about the curative virtue 
of yoghurt for lunch.’ Admiring visiting journalists, especially if 
they were female, were likely to be regaled with accounts of 
Mussolini's preferences in fruit and veg and his noble abstinence 
from meat, wine and coffee.’3 He also took time to send the teenage 
Edda a clipping of a newspaper article entitled ‘Nicotine makes you 
ugly and damages your health’. During the war, he admitted, he had 
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smoked ‘innumerable cigarettes’, but they had worsened his ulcer 
and his daily catarrh. ‘You pay for everything in life’, he concluded 
with paternal sententiousness. 

In the spring of 1925, the doctors had wondered whether an opera- 
tion was needed, but this solution proved unacceptable to Mussolini. 
The whole event was hushed up. It is likely that not even Rachele was 
kept fully informed about the breakdown in her husband's health." 
At this stage in their marriage, their contact was infrequent and Edda, 
their daughter, would even later allege that her mother for a time 
solaced herself with a lover from Forli,’® a claim which, if true, cannot 
have lessened the tension in the Duce’s life. Mussolini might admit to 
the more perceptive of his interviewers that he was ‘living on his 
nerves’,’°7 but his public image could not be infringed by an admission 
of weakness on any front. Indeed, Mussolini had just published in 
Gerarchia a ‘eulogy to his loyal followers’, in which he ascribed the 
victory over the Aventine and the Fascist dissidents to himself; the 
obedience of the trenches, he demanded, must be replicated in that 
Fascist militia which he, and he alone, commanded.'® From 1925 
Mussolini the man and ‘Mussolini’, the vehicle certainly of charisma 
and perhaps of power, the Duce in a newly absolute sense, began to 
follow different paths. 

It was round about this time that Rachele moved the Mussolini chil- 
dren to the Villa Carpena and there her mother Anna died. It had been 
a difficult few months for that side of the family, since, during the pre- 
vious year, Rachele had lost two sisters. Pina, at 35, was a victim of can- 
cer, leaving seven children to mourn her; Giovanna, already a mother 
of fourteen, died in childbirth." When, on 28 December 1925 Benito 
and Rachele were finally married in a church and had their three chil- 
dren baptised (officiating was Arnaldo Mussolini’s brother-in-law), 
there were political ramifications, as rumours began to circulate of a 
compromise deal between Catholic Church and Fascist Italian state. But 
another reason for the wedding may have been the new sense of the 
fragility of life which the Mussolinis had begun to experience. 

To be sure, the extended family had not overlooked the advantages 
of being related to Benito Mussolini. They, too, knew something about 
patronage and clientship. A characteristic document survives from 
1927 in which Arpinati, the Fascist boss of the region, wrote to the 
municipal authorities at Predappio with the news that 


the Duce is literally besieged with requests for subsidies on the part of 
his relatives. The matter is becoming annoying, even indecent. Go back 
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to Predappio. Do the fullest documentary search in the communal regis- 
ters and the baptismal files. Then distribute the attached sum in as 
equal and speedy a way as possible. You will find 60 000 lire in bank- 
notes. The Duce will be profoundly grateful at the service you will thus 
render to him and to the decorum of the Fascist revolution." 


A malicious historian has tabulated 334 relatives who, by 1943, had 
extracted government aid from their ties to Mussolini, 105 being from 
Rachele’s side of the family, 229 from Benito’s.°* Such tawdry matters 
remained officially secret, although doubtless there were those in the 
know, especially in the Romagna; they believed that such was the way 
of the world. 

At a public level, the Mussolinis were becoming ever more 
respectable — the Duce was not above cosy talk about his casa (house) 
at Carpena.”? Romano Mussolini, with his evocatively imperial first 
name (and highly banal later personality), was born in September 
1927, Anna Maria in September 1929 (each presumably conceived 
during the Christmas break of the year before). Almost alone among 
the Fascist leadership,"3 the Mussolinis were doing their best for 
national demographic growth (and for Catholic propriety). Moreover, 
just after the Matteotti crisis began, Edda Mussolini had been moved 
from a high school in Milan to Italy’s most prestigious academy for 
young ladies, the Santissima Annunziata college at Poggio Imperiale 
near Florence; even there, however, rumours spread that she outdid 
in wildness those sprigs of the aristocracy who were her class-mates."5 
In 1928 she was packed off on a tour to India."® Soon she would be 
needing a husband (and candidates for her hand would have their 
characters, prospects and politics reviewed by the police). At her 
father’s instruction, all mail to her was opened before delivery.” 

Her brothers grew towards their adolescence, on occasion 
photographed with their father while they picnicked or played some 
family sport. Actually, Mussolini remained a distant father, remem- 
bered as one who preferred stroking the family cat to cuddling his 
own offspring.“* As if in reaction, Vittorio and especially Bruno 
turned into wordless youths, unlikely to star as leaders of any new 
ruling class. On the rare occasions on which he did show up at home, 
the Duce preferred to eat alone. Contemporaries noticed that the 
Mussolini family was not given to chat."9 Perhaps those stomach 
pains, which, after 1925, were always likely to recur, reinforced 
Mussolini's known dislike of most forms of physical contact.’° 
Perhaps, too, the suppressed physiological suffering — from 1925 there 
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would always be moments when Mussolini pressed hard on his lower 
abdomen to relieve a flash of pain™ — along with the psychological 
tenseness and probable sense of inadequacy, as well as the boring diet 
and the array of tasteless foods which featured in it, ensured that the 
Duce, despite all the revolutionary rhetoric, ‘in his heart, believed in 
nothing’.”? Somewhere beneath the pomp and show a bleakness 
lingered and grew. 

Mussolini’s private life may have been in most ways banal, but, 
through these years, the manufacture and reinforcement of his 
charisma proceeded apace. Already in 1923 Arpinati had thought it 
appropriate to fete a visit to Bologna by obsequiously greeting the 
Duce with the resounding triumphal march from Aida.”} Thereafter no 
limits could be set to the leader’s grandeur. The celebration of Holy 
Year (L’Anno Santo) in 1925 brought advice in tourist guides that 
Mussolini himself was among the sites to visit.°4 As one American 
journalist remarked: ‘everyone who came to Rome wanted to have an 
interview with Mussolini. To see him was as much a part of the long- 
planned trip to the Eternal City as it was to visit the ruins or to walk 
over the places where the heroes of antiquity had once walked’."5 
Now the slogan, invented by Leo Longanesi, a journalist recom- 
mended to the Duce by Arnaldo, that Mussolini ha sempre ragione 
(Mussolini is always right), began to be heard.° An imaginary 
Mussolini began to penetrate people’s minds and find a presence even 
in their dreams. One Fascist propagandist maintained that villagers 
were growing sure that Mussolini, a Santa Claus for all the year, had, 
on one night or other, passed by their home on a solitary excursion by 
motor cycle or car.'?7 Vigilant, ubiquitous, immanent, this Mussolini 
was acquiring the qualities of saint or god. 

Nor were the humble public alone in experiencing it. Politicians 
grew ever more expert at grovelling. Giuseppe Bottai, in his own 
eyes’ the most intellectual of the Fascist leadership, again under- 
lined his infinite ‘faith in your thought and method’. He and his 
friends knew they worked ‘in Fascism and for Fascism and, above all 
for You, whom we acknowledge as the spiritual chief of our genera- 
tion’. Bottai then contrasted Mussolini’s virtue with the ‘chronic 
rebelliousness’ of less worthy party members like Farinacci.”9 
Federzoni was another to register his ‘infinite personal devotion’ 
when addressing the Duce; his leader must look to his health since ‘it 
is not just yours, but all of ours. It belongs to the entire Italian peo- 
ple’.° Even Farinacci agreed that ‘more than the rest of us, you have 
great duties. Your life does not belong to you, but to the whole 
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Italian people’.8" The tone of Farinacci’s correspondence with 
Mussolini none the less was not reliably respectful. When the Duce 
reacted angrily to a Farinacci warning against risking his life flying, 
Farinacci wrote back sarcastically, ‘from now on, I'll change tack and 
always tell you to go off and fly, and, why not, urge you to drive 
your car at least 150 kms per hour’." 

In this construction of a Duce, sport, with its combination of 
masculinity and modernity, was an insistent theme (however much, in 
practice, many areas in the peninsula were still devoid of the fields, 
courts and halls which might be utilised for leisure activities).33 Once 
sport had seemed ‘made in England’, a commentator noticed, but now 
the Duce was himself the complete sportsman ‘in the idea, in the disci- 
pline, in the act’.34 On a typical day, readers were assured, he would 
rise at seven, take a cold bath, scoff a glass of milk and then proceed 
to an hour’s riding, leaping onto his horse like ‘a born cowboy’ ."35 That 
exercise over, he might proceed to fence. He preferred the most manly 
and brutal weapon, the sabre, and, with his teeth set in grim determi- 
nation, typically fought ‘with a style that was totally personal, full of 
clever ruses, sudden counter-attacks, blows unexpected to the logic of 
his adversary, which the Duce launches like the punishment of God’.3° 
Similarly he was a devoted swimmer, and had just told an American 
journalist that he yearned also to have time to practise football, tennis 
and even golf.37 No wonder that the first issue in 1928 of the journal 
Lo sport fascista saluted the ‘Duce, aviator, fencer, rider, first 
sportsman of Italy’ ."3° 

Along with the indulgence in sport went the photographs. Already 
in the 1920s one observer suggested that Mussolini had become the 
most photographed man in history.¥° Images of him were distributed 
to the Italian people through the press, or the postcard. Well before 
1922 Italians had grown accustomed to collect likenesses of the innu- 
merable saints of the peninsula as mementos of a visit and as an aide to 
piety. Now an estimated 30 million pictures of the Duce in up to 2500 
different poses began to circulate™“° in what was a curious example of 
the sacralisation and commercialisation of political life. In 1926 a 14- 
year-old fan, Claretta Petacci, daughter of the Pope’s doctor, papered 
her room with such images," impelled by those motives which, some 
decades later, persuaded her successors to treasure the pictures of pop 
stars or football players. The young Petacci was so stirred by the 
photographs on her wall that she wrote personally to her Duce, 
enclosing some stanzas of her adoring poetry.’ That year, too, 
reverent readers learned from one priest, who had discovered, before 
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the papal hierarchy did, how to mesh Catholicism and Fascism, that 
Mussolini was a sort of re-born St Francis of Assisi.“3 

One notable and humanising feature of Mussolini’s image, a matter 
to which we are now accustomed but which was new at the time, was 
his public or photographed extrusion of bodily liquids. Mussolini 
sweated, shook off water after a swim and doffed his shirt when about 
to ski (or join the harvest) in a way unimaginable for most of his polit- 
ical contemporaries. His body left ‘after-images’ of itself to console or 
arouse the faithful.“4 Hitler, Stalin, Lenin, Baldwin, Chamberlain, 
Roosevelt, Blum and Franco were not visibly ‘men’ in this way. Less 
expansive than the Duce they timidly kept their bodies as private 
concerns. 

Similarly, Mussolini’s alleged sexual prowess, however actually 
curtailed by his doubtful health, was never denied by the regime but, 
rather, was linked to his image and charisma. Here, after all, were more 
personal fluids to ‘share’ with his public. If the regime’s propaganda 
was deifying Mussolini and, as the dictatorship wore on, becoming 
more insistent that the Duce be ‘granitic’,“4° a ‘man alone’,“4” necessar- 
ily without friends, elevated far above ordinary emotions, neverthe- 
less, through the omnipresence of his body, a human side kept peeping 
out. It was this idiosyncratic mixture of the divine and the profane 
which presumably explained a letter sent to Mussolini by a teenage 
female admirer. She confided that she had just taken communion for 
the first time. As she had done so, she had been filled with the hope 
she could ‘receive’ both Jesus and Mussolini. ‘Both of you will be there 
on my tongue, will repose on my breast, will rest on my poor heart. 
How good you will be!’™9 Transubstantiation, fellatio and more ordi- 
nary loving congress mingled in her mind; here, indeed, was what 
would later be called sex appeal. It even extended to the wives of for- 
eign politicians. Clementine Churchill, who met the Duce in March 1926, 
found him “quite simple and natural, very dignified ... [with] beauti- 
ful golden brown, piercing eyes which you can see but can’t look at’, 
allin all, ‘one of the most wonderful men of our times’. She was delighted 
to take away a signed photo in memento.*° Lady Asquith more briefly 
expressed her delight in Mussolini's ‘muscles’ and ‘extraordinary vital- 
ity’" (quite a change no doubt from her husband). Lady Ivy 
Chamberlain, wife and later widow of Sir Austen, was an enduring fan, 
delighted, it seemed, to be given her own Fascist party badge to trea- 
sure.%? Lady Sybil Graham, the wife of the British ambassador,*3 was 
rumoured to be equally charmed by the Duce. During the next decade, 
too, many a dowager warmed to the thought of tea with Mussolini. 


212 


The imposition of dictatorship, 1924-1925 


However emphatic, the Duce’s charisma was never unchallenged. 
Italy, after all, remained a monarchy. Predictably, attempts were made 
to sell the image of King Victor Emmanuel III, even though his short 
stature — Margherita Sarfatti maliciously remembered him as an 
enthroned king whose feet never reached the ground™4 — parsimony 
and homeliness must have made early paladins of the advertising trade 
shudder at their task. All the same, some play was made of the ‘Fascist 
King’, notably on the occasion of the jubilee of his reign in June 1925.‘ 
Victor Emmanuel, some propagandists believed, might be ‘the best cus- 
todian of the national will’, the ‘first soldier of Italy’.5° The best known 
school manual that appeared during the regime, ex-Nationalist Roberto 
Forges Davanzati’s II balilla Vittorio, naturally imagined its hero star- 
struck by a glimpse of the Duce,*’ but ‘Vittorio’ shared a name with 
the King and did not forget to show him reverence, too. 

When he came to Rome to learn about the great imperial capital, 
‘Vittorio’ had another obligatory respectful visit to make, and that was 
to the Vatican. Pope Pius XI remained another competitor in the 
charisma stakes.5? The Pope could even be portrayed as a sportivo. His 
fans never forgot that his devotion to tramping in the Alps meant that 
he could be denominated the Pontefice alpinista (the mountaineer 
Pope).*° The durable historical resonance of the papal office, bolstered 
by the complex stage furniture of modern Catholicism, was a perma- 
nent, if often forgotten or underestimated, part of the history of the 
construction of mentalité in Fascist Italy. Propaganda might ensure 
that Mussolini was the name on everyone's lips, but the Pope, his 
cardinals and bishops, his saints and martyrs, preserved a sacred place 
in many Italian hearts. The boast by a Fascist journalist in 1928 that 
‘the Mussolinian cult is now thoroughly rooted in the Italian popu- 
lace’ thus possessed an equivocal side; since the cultic ideal retained 
the smack of the Church, its unspoken assumptions did not renounce 
religiosity. As one clerical fascist had put it happily: ‘Italian imperi- 
alism is beginning to recognise ... that the only genuinely universal 
idea alive in Rome is Catholicism’ ."” 

From time to time, there were even hints that lesser Fascists could 
become vehicles of charisma. Mussolini was not alone in spawning 
gushing biographies, although the appearance of such a work often 
foretold trouble for an overambitious ras. Both Giampaoli’ and 
Arpinati’4 ended in gaol not long after their followers had played up 
their appeal. 

Discussions about the internal discipline of the PNF were not ended 
by the speech of 3 January 1925. But, for the moment, Mussolini 
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concentrated on the repression of the Anti-Fascists. He may have 
formally distanced himself from any. recurrence in squadrist violence, 
reacting sharply, for example, when Farinacci openly endorsed the 
murder of Matteotti, censoring his phrases and declaring that Fascism 
was achieving its victories in spite of the Matteotti affair rather than 
because of it.%5 But this advocacy of legality did nothing to prevent 
the brutal and, ultimately fatal, beating of Giovanni Amendola in July 
1925, replicating what had been done to the younger ‘liberal socialist’ 
Piero Gobetti in September 1924. Those who could began to flee 
abroad as the only way to escape Fascist attacks,° historian Gaetano 
Salvemini for one departing in the summer of 1925.” Then, and on all 
occasions, Mussolini was glad to learn that life was being made diffi- 
cult for his opponents.®® Also in exile were Nitti and Sforza, thus to be 
numbered among the few liberals who opted for liberty rather than 
the. Fascist alternative. 

Repression of opponents went hand in hand with the construction 
of a Fascist state. It was not Mussolini's work alone. Rather a key figure 
was the Minister for Justice, Alfredo Rocco, an ex-Nationalist of reac- 
tionary cast. On 2 October 1925 the Palazzo Vidoni pact represented 
the triumph of his version of social policy. In its brief clauses, Fascist 
unions replaced what was left of their socialist and Catholic rivals and 
were recognised as ‘the exclusive representatives of the workers’ by 
Confindustria, the Big Business League, which had been established in 
1910 and was headed until 1934 by Gino Olivetti, from the great 
Piedmontese and Jewish entrepreneurial family. In return, the 
‘Confederation of Fascist corporations’ acknowledged the supremacy 
on the employer side of Confindustria.‘”° In practice, it went without 
saying, the industrialists retained great freedom of action. Any idea 
that a fair and equal system of arbitration was being born was false, 
though Mussolini would, before long, take care to distance himself to 
some degree from Italy’s business and banking chiefs. 

Another matter for urgent attention was the press. As early as 1923 
the important daily I/ Secolo had been won over to the Fascist cause 
with the lure of government subvention.’” Now pressure built for 
other papers to reflect the unity which Fascism intended to impose. 
Mussolini the journalist was making sure that no one under his gover- 
nance could possess the freedom to write phrases which had once 
served him so well. When, on 4 November 1925, seventh anniversary 
of triumph at Vittorio Veneto, a socialist deputy Tito Zaniboni and a 
retired general Luigi Capello were arrested and accused of plotting 
Mussolini's assassination (the police had been following their plans 
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from the beginning), the desire to curtail the liberty of the press 
became overwhelming. By the next month the wealthy Crespi family, 
owners of I] Corriere della Sera, Italy’s best-known paper, had bowed 
to reiterated demands that their liberal editor Albertini be sacked.” 
Other papers acted similarly, being especially gratified when they 
received the promise of government money to assist any restruc- 
turing.’“ They were pushed by a new press law which converted 
journalism into an activity supervised by the state. As Mussolini 
explained in a speech on 11 December in which he reviewed the labour 
situation: ‘I consider the Italian nation in a situation of permanent 
war. I have already said and I repeat that the next five or ten years will 
prove decisive for the destiny of our people’ .'% 

Since the Corfu crisis, the domestic situation had been so fluid that 
Mussolini had devoted little time to foreign affairs. Mostly, he had left 
diplomacy in the hands of the experts in the Foreign Ministry, ever 
alert, however, to detect any hint of Anti-Fascism on their part.’ He 
was alive to the ‘damage’ the unguarded phrases of Farinacci might 
wreak on Italy’s international position.’” In his more expert hands, 
ideology had not been allowed to stand in the way of Anglo-Italian 
relations after the Labour (and wartime pacifist) leader Ramsay 
MacDonald became Prime Minister of Great Britain in the spring of 
1924.'78 Mussolini had been similarly realistic in his dealings with the 
USSR. Despite Fascism’s declared intention to extirpate communism at 
home and Mussolini's own frequent attacks on Bolshevik policy in 
Russia, a treaty of commerce and navigation, signed on 7 February 
1924, restored formal relations between the two rival ‘revolutionary’ 
states. Then and thereafter, Fascist Italy made little diplomatic attempt 
to launch an international crusade against the Soviet state.” 

The most important diplomatic activity in which Italy was engaged 
during 1925 was the preparation of the Treaty of Locarno, signed on 1 
December. By this pact Germany was restored to the comity of nations 
and, in return, promised formal acceptance of its western borders as 
reached at the end of the First World War. It gave no guarantees about 
its eastern borders, nor its southern ones (as a historian of these events 
has noted, Locarno did nothing to change the fact that “The 
[German—Austrian] Anschluss remained for Italy the problem of prob- 
lems’).°° During the Locarno treatying, Mussolini had indulged in an 
occasional rhetorical flourish (and firmly underlined his view that an 
Anschluss was intolerable and would signal the ‘revival of the war’). 
Basically, however, he did nothing to indicate that his Italy would not 
replicate the patterns well established in the foreign policy of the least 
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of the Great Powers. It was only when he talked at home that it seemed 
there might be something different about Fascist diplomacy; when he 
suggested, for example, that the war had never ended. As he had put 
it in that same speech of 11 December, this time using a characteristic 
sporting simile, ‘In politics, it is sometimes necessary to endure blows 
as you would if you were in the ring. The essential thing is not to be 
knocked out, and that we shall not be’.*? Just what that severe deter- 
mination to fight on might imply was to be left for later definition. 

For the present, Fascist rule did not alarm the chancelleries of 
Europe where Mussolini was thought no doubt rather Italian in his 
indulgence in emotional outbursts, but not a leader of untoward ambi- 
tion. So, too, at home, the great majority of Italy’s intellectuals had, 
along with the rest of the elite, accepted the regime and begun to seek 
favour from it. Most influential was philosopher Giovanni Gentile, 
who, having ended his term as Minister of Education, joined a 
Committee of Eighteen, ordered to review the constitution in the light 
of recent events." In April Gentile published a manifesto in favour of 
Fascist order. Its clauses sufficiently annoyed purist liberals for 
Benedetto Croce to produce “The manifesto of Anti-Fascist intellec- 
tuals’ on I May, and thereafter to retreat to a gilded internal exile in 
his family palace in Naples, there to preach liberal ideals to visiting 
and respectful students. Other, less purist, intellectuals read politics as 
others were doing, and sought to fasten themselves to a well remuner- 
ated patron—client relationship.™4 

By now Gentile was given to celebrating Fascism’s ‘total’ conception 
of life, and ‘total’ was the word which was gaining a new prominence 
in the vocabulary of Fascism. On 22 June, in a speech to the PNF 
congress in Rome, Mussolini announced his determination to ‘fascis- 
tise the nation’. ‘Our ferocious totalitarian will’, he ran on, ‘shall be 
pursued with a still greater ferocity. ... The first watchword for the 
day, Fascists, is this: absolute ideal and practical intransigence. The 
second is all power to all of Fascism’ ."*5 The words were still not quite 
emerging in the lapidary way ‘history’ required. But Mussolini was 
announcing the Fascist determination to build a ‘totalitarian state’, a 
new system in which individuals served the united nation and in 
which classes dissolved. On 28 October 1925, in the luminous 
surrounds of La Scala opera house, the Duce hardened his phrasing for 
the third anniversary of the March on Rome. Fascism, he proclaimed in 
words his propagandists would henceforth endlessly repeat, was bent 
on establishing a regime in which ‘all would be for the state, nothing 
outside the state and no-one against the state’ .*° 
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L- July 1925 Mussolini had responded to the birthday wishes trans- 
mitted to him by Rachele with the wry comment that, at 42, he was 
feeling ‘both very young and very old’.* His ambivalence about the 
meaning of life was not surprising given the breadth of Fascist activity 
and the pretensions of the Fascist regime to be a total one. That 
totality, naturally enough, made remarkable demands on Mussolini. 
The propaganda statement, retailed to the Balilla or party boy scouts, 
that he invariably worked 14 or 16 hours each day,? may be 
discounted. However, his chief Italian biographer has asserted that he 
did pursue his political labours for ‘ten hours or more every day’, and 
he certainly never shared Hitler’s fondness for pointless chat. A 
younger colleague recalled that ‘bureaucratic papers were his joy; the 
clear chronology, the able synthesis, the telling detail, the essential 
reference — these were what gave him delight’. Extemporising, 
speaking before he was fully informed, he disliked, and he always 
preferred to have on his desk, and for his eyes only, a written account 
of what was to happen at any meeting.4 He understood that a totali- 
tarian dictator had to be, or to seem to be, expert in everything. When 
Farinacci suggested that, elevated to Rome, Mussolini could no longer 
see what was happening among the groundlings in the provinces, he 
felt affronted.5 Especially in these years of the creation of the Fascist 
system, no matter was too small for the dictator’s interest — in January 
1926 he even remembered officially to instruct newspapers to avoid 
stories about suicide and crime, since such reports merely offered bad 
models to ‘the weak or the weakening’ .® 

Cowing the press was only one part of the building of a totalitarian 
dictatorship. Between 1926 and 1929 Mussolini tried, with lesser or 
greater success, to bend labour, capital, the peasantry (and thus the 


Mussolini 


South), and the Fascist party to his will. He negotiated a deal with the 
Catholic Church, and, however circumspect his foreign policy 
remained in practice, boasted that Italy was becoming a ‘world power, 
that is, one with interests not curtailed by sector or continent’.’? The 
real novelty of his ambition lay in his pretensions to enter the hearts 
and minds of his subjects, and so install Fascism as a political religion. 
While the word totalitarian steadily expanded in meaning after its first 
usage in May 1923 in Amendola’s I] Mondo, when it meant merely the 
desire for overwhelming electoral victory,* Mussolini, at least for a 
time, hoped to establish a fully organic relationship with the Italian 
people. For all the cynicism which, almost against his will, kept 
creeping back into his heart, he aspired in these years to be a revolu- 
tionary of a new sort and find a political formula which would 
outmatch the socialism of his own youth and of many of his Anti- 
Fascist enemies. 

His ideals, none the less, if that was what they really were, did not 
run free. The cornerstone of the new Fascist state was repression. In 
this regard, events helped to justify a new rigour in policing Italy. 
Now was the moment of opportunity when Mussolini could put into 
practice what he had outlined to Farinacci as his preferred tactics: 
‘suddenly take the initiative and strike my adversaries at the time of 
their greatest disorder and panic’.? The assassination planned by 
Zaniboni and Capello in November 1925 was followed by other 
attempts on the Duce’s life. At 11 a.m. on 7 April 1926 an upper-class 
Irish woman, Violet Gibson,” shot at Mussolini while he was emerging 
from a hall at the Campidoglio in the centre of historic Rome, where, 
ironically, he had just inaugurated an international surgeons’ confer- 
ence. Her bullet merely nicked the bridge of her target’s nose and 
Mussolini took the opportunity to spin the affair in his favour by 
being photographed shortly afterwards continuing his work and with 
just a small facial plaster to hint at his brush with death. Indeed, by 
4.30 p.m., still sporting his bandage, Mussolini was orating to a 
meeting of party officials and government workers. In a dramatic 
peroration, soon adopted as one of the slogans of the regime, he urged 
the need for all to ““Live dangerously”. Indeed, I say to you like an old 
soldier: “If I go forward, follow me. If I retreat, kill me. If I die, avenge 
me." When later that night a crowd assembled at the Palazzo Chigi, 
Mussolini emerged onto a balcony to tell them: ‘I am one of your 
generation. That means that I am the newest sort of Italian, one who is 
never thrown by events, but rather proceeds always straight down the 
road assigned by destiny.” With less spartan emotion, Arnaldo rang 
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from Milan in tears — his phone was tapped and policemen recorded 
the event. Mussolini told his brother to stay calm; the murder attempt 
had only affected him for ‘an instant’, he said, although Arnaldo, as 
usual, took occasion to thank the Lord for having saved the Duce from 
a worse fate. 

Miss Gibson was diagnosed as mentally unstable and soon expelled 
to Great Britain, whose diplomats had intervened on her behalf" 
(although Fascist newspapers did not miss the chance for xenophobic 
tirade, La Vita Italiana inveighing against the ‘female foreign 
devil’).** However, a third effort at assassination brought more direct 
response from the Fascist authorities. On 11 September Gino 
Lucetti,“ an anarchist returned from a period of emigration in 
France, threw a bomb at Mussolini as the Duce drove up to the Porta 
Pia and towards his office; Mussolini was not wounded but eight 
bystanders were. The scandal caused by this act resulted in the 
appointment of a new Chief of Police, Arturo Bocchini, from the pre- 
fectural service. Before Bocchini had fully mastered his brief, on 31 
October a teenage boy from an anarchist family, Anteo Zamboni, tried 
to shoot the Duce as he drove through the streets of Bologna. 
Zamboni was lynched on the spot by enraged Fascists, and a contro- 
versy has continued to circle over the affair, with suggestions that 
either Zamboni was not the real perpetrator or the assassination plan 
had been plotted within dissident Fascist circles in Bologna, whose 
ras, Arpinati, eventually fell foul of the Fascist state.” 

What was really important about the Zamboni affair, however, was 
Mussolini's reaction to it. He now took the brakes off state repression, 
on 6 November stripping the moderate Federzoni of the Ministry of 
the Interior, which returned to his own hands, and pressing forward 
with other legal changes. Although the actual legislation was drafted 
by Federzoni and Rocco, each an ex-Nationalist rather than a fanatical 
Fascist, it was now that opposition parties, unions and associations 
were formally banned, and Italy became a one-party state. The 
Aventine secessionists, who had been left in limbo since January 1925, 
were finally deprived of their seats in parliament. The death penalty, 
the abolition of which the Grand Duchy of Tuscany and then United 
Italy had pioneered in Europe, was re-instated for political crimes. On 
25 November a Special Tribunal for the Defence of the State (Tribuna 
speciale per la difesa dello stato) was instituted, and given a party gloss, 
since most of the judges who served it were drawn from the MVSN. 
Clandestine emigration was blocked with greater energy — the days 
when Salvemini could be smuggled over the Little Saint Bernard Pass 
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while the border guards ate a long lunch*® were over, theoretically at 
least.”? Italy was to be converted into a Fascist fortress. 

Conditioning the ideological thrust of these decisions was the selec- 
tion as Police Chief of Bocchini, a man who, until his death in 1940, 
would seem to some ‘the occult and extremely powerful dictator of the 
dictator’.?° Bocchini’s background was that of the Southern bureau- 
crat, such a classic figure in Italian history after the Risorgimento. He 
had been born in 1880 at San Giorgio del Sannio in the province of 
Benevento amid the hills to the east of Naples.”" After taking out a law 
degree, in 1903 he had joined the state service. He was the son of a 
landowner and had a number of brothers who viewed themselves as 
agents of his local influence. Installed in office, he made himself into 
the boss of the Benevento region and it was thought that no develop- 
ment occurred there without his approval and gain.*? His career had 
blossomed after 1922, with his appointment successively to be prefect 
of Brescia, Bologna”3 and Genoa. In these posts he was known as one 
who would repress dissident Fascists with the same firmness with 
which he would deal with any opponent of the state. Indeed, in 1926 
his.name had been advanced first by Federzoni. He was also well 
regarded by Augusto Turati, the ras of Brescia who, in March, had 
replaced Farinacci as PNF secretary.*4 

Throughout his career, Bocchini was anything but a fanatical 
believer in the Fascist revolution. Well known for his wanton 
appetites, he would laugh that he was only a Fascist as far as his 
belt.*> A German contact remembered him soothing ‘his nerves with 
lobsters, oysters, capons and vintage burgundy’.*® His death, on 20 
November 1940, was occasioned by a succulent dinner at the Albergo 
Ambasciatore in Rome, followed by a tryst with the 25-year-old 
Maria Letizia De Lieto Vollaro, from a Benevento noble family. Her 
family provoked gossip after the event by their shameless pursuit of 
his rich inheritance, justified by what seems to have been a hasty 
marriage between Maria Letizia and a moribund police chief.?’ 
Bocchini had made feeble attempts to disguise his traditional views 
on ‘corruption’, expecting those who sought his patronage and 
favour to proffer gifts of a suitable value.”* He also enjoyed access to a 
secret police budget, which he treated as his own. Mussolini 
benignly required no audit of his expenditure from it.?? Bocchini was 
equally a furbo (smart one) in the regularity with which, despite 
Fascist rhetoric about national unification, he deployed southern 
policemen to watch over northern Anti-Fascists.3° He did nothing, 
either, to change his juniors’ existing habits of tapping the phones of 
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leading Fascists, not excluding Mussolini and his brother (and, later, 
his mistress).3" 

Here, then, was a Fascist non-believer who better resembled a 
Scarpia brought to life than a Heinrich Himmler. By the late 1930s 
Fascist and Nazi police had to meet quite often and Bocchini had no 
difficulty in smoothing his relationship with Himmler, even if in 
private he mocked the Nazi ‘hyena’.3? The solemn attendance at his 
funeral of both Himmler and Heydrich may have allowed him a 
posthumous moment of ribaldry, all the more because he had been 
associated with the group around Foreign Minister Ciano, who feared 
the implications of the German alliance and wanted to delay entry into 
the war.*3 Bocchini was also a foe of 1930s Party Secretary Starace,#4 
whose (self-interested) true belief in Fascism and its revolution he 
must have found droll. Their attitude may have been enhanced by the 
fact that Starace came from Gallipoli, further to the south and a place 
which Bocchini knew in his heart to be more rustic than Benevento. In 
sum, Bocchini was an Italian from that world where ‘patronage was an 
integral dimension of ... life at every level of society, including the 
modern state itself’,35 incarnating much which was the exact reverse of 
a ‘Fascist new man’. He embodied the structures of the history of the 
Italies far better than he represented the Fascist revolution. 

Furthermore, he got on extremely well with the Duce, who saw him 
almost every day. Indeed, it was their collaboration which earned 
Mussolini the encomium from an Anti-Fascist historian of being one of 
the greatest Ministers of the Police in history.3° By May 1927, in his 
Ascension Day address, which was arguably the most significant 
speech he ever made, Mussolini publicly expressed his pleasure at the 
reforms to the police service over which Bocchini had so far presided. 
‘Did not the policeman’, Mussolini asked to the amusement of his 
deferential Fascist audience, ‘take historical precedence over the 
professor?’37 The re-organised police, he boasted, were winning the 
battle against crime, both petty and organised. They had defeated 
Anti-Fascism. They were a model of intelligence.* Thereafter 
Mussolini continued to heap praise on Bocchini and to enjoy his 
robustly cynical company. When Fascism was at its last gasp, 
Mussolini would claim one reason for its final feebleness was the 
premature death of Bocchini.3? The police chief was just the man not to 
be too taken in by easy rhetoric about charisma, and Mussolini’s fond- 
ness for him suggested that the Duce, too, knew that deeds sometimes 
mattered more than words and images. 

One of the creations of these years was the secret police, or Ovra, 
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whose name was apparently chosen for its sinister resonance rather 
than because it stood for something. Bocchini was certainly efficient in 
patrolling and curtailing any who plotted against his master, filling 
files on 130 000 Italians.4° He was still more successful in what a post- 
modernist would call controlling the discourse, sponsoring an often 
convincing image of the ‘degeneracy’ of Anti-Fascism and, simultane- 
ously, over and over again penetrating the political resistance with his 
own agents and so enhancing the fear, suspicion and self-hatred 
which, in any case, tended to colour exile life. The censorship of the 
press ensured that the younger generation of Italians frequently did 
not even know the names of those Anti-Fascists who had fled abroad 
or who were in confino.™ Bocchini achieved his success in this policing, 
despite the fact that, compared with other authoritarian regimes and 
even with our contemporary society, his staff at Ovra of some 375 in 
1940 was small.42 No doubt, its size hints at the actual narrowness of 
the political class in Italy and the superficiality of the penetration of 
Fascism, Anti-Fascism or any modern ideology as political religions 
into the great majority of Italian lives. 

Equally paradoxical was the frequently used punishment system of 
confino, inherited from the Liberals but now expanded. In it, political 
dissidents (a number of whom were Fascists) were transferred from 
their homes to some remote village, always in the South (and notably 
on the islands of Lipari, Tremiti# and Ponza), where it was assumed by 
all that civilization and so, presumably, the nationalisation of the 
masses were lacking. A number of political dissidents reported that 
their gaolers would automatically address them as professori or 
commendatori, imponderable beings from a foreign and literate class, 
who had somehow fallen foul of the imponderable system.“ Ironically, 
the more humble staff of Mussolini’s office were said to regard the 
events which occurred there somewhat similarly. 

The success of Bocchini’s policing, and the full backing which 
Mussolini gave it, ensured that the Special Tribunal was relatively 
mild in its recourse to capital punishment. From 1927 to 1943 the 
regime imposed 42 death sentences for political crimes, of which 31 
were carried out, 22 of these during the Second World War. The group 
to be most insistently persecuted were the Slovenes on the north- 
eastern border — a priest could be sent to confino merely on the 
suspicion that he had celebrated a mass in Slovene.*° In 1927 Mussolini 
was sufficiently paranoid about the ‘Slav threat’ to assure Giuseppe 
Volpi that plans had been worked out to repel any military-style inva- 
sion from that direction.” Overall, the Special Tribunal successfully 
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prosecuted 13 547 cases and imposed 27 742 years of gaol.4* To these 
totals need to be added the tens of thousands who were sent to confino, 
restricted to their homes or otherwise put under surveillance.*9 

After 1945 the most celebrated martyr of Fascism was the commu- 
nist historian and politician Antonio Gramsci,5° brought before the 
Special Tribunal in 1927 and singled out by Mussolini who intervened 
with the judges to ensure 20 years of imprisonment. Beset by illness, 
Gramsci survived 10, before dying on 27 April 1937, a few days after 
being released from gaol.** He was 46 years old. To many, Gramsci’s 
fate reflected the general assault by Mussolini on the working class, its 
representatives and institutions. In the understanding of Marxists and 
those influenced by them, Fascism was impossible to analyse without 
some acceptance that Mussolini had become the agent of the bour- 
geoisie.>* This charge was always a particularly bitter one for the Duce, 
given his memory of his own socialist youth, and he frequently sought 
to rebut it. Rhetorically, he could be relied on from time to time to 
excoriate the irresolution and languor of the bourgeoisie, people, he 
complained, who loved to ape the manners of the French, English and 
Americans, while denying influences rooted in the soul and soil of 
Italy.53 Similarly, he was emphatic that Fascism, with its own syndi- 
cates or unions, did not intend to abandon the working class, but, 
while also not infringing property rights and the national interest, 
would, on all occasions, defend them.*4 

Syndicalists never ceased to play a role among the Fascist ruling 
elite, and their continuing presence has encouraged some to aver that 
Mussolini's regime always possessed a more socially radical side than 
did Hitler’s.55 From 1922 to 1928 the leader of Fascist syndicalism was 
Edmondo Rossoni, an old Romagnole associate of the Duce. Rossoni’s 
emigrant experience had not been in Switzerland or Austria but in the 
USA, and it was amid the evident poverty and exploitation there that 
he came to the view that unions must accept the nation. A revolu- 
tionary interventionist, Rossoni had, by 1921, drifted into the Fascist 
movement. With the March on Rome, he was at once designated 
Secretary General of the Confederazione delle Corporazioni fasciste 
(Confederation of Fascist Corporations). In November 1926, with the 
dissolution of its surviving Marxist and Catholic rivals, this body was 
renamed the Confederazione nazionale dei Sindacati fascisti (National 
Confederation of Fascist unions). It would, the regime proclaimed, act 
as a sure shield for those who produced the nation’s wealth. Fascism, 
Mussolini told a visiting British journalist, was ‘a method, not an end. 
If you like, it is an autocracy with democratic overtones’ .5° 
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Perhaps buoyed by his leader’s populism, Rossoni continued to 
press for workers’ rights. However, he viewed with disfavour the fact 
that most of the arbitration legislation now being created was drafted 
by the reactionary Rocco,*’ and was unconvinced by the claim that the 
simultaneous banning of both strikes and lockouts was proof of the 
regime’s even-handedness on class matters.5° He was no less sceptical 
when Mussolini began talking about the institution of a ‘Corporate 
State’ — the Duce had taken on the new Ministry of Corporations in 
July 1926.59 In this system, parliamentary representation was to be 
channelled through the corporations, bodies on which delegates of 
capital and labour would sit, it was said, in social equality and with 
full dedication to the cause of the nation and Fascism.®° Not even the 
trumpeted drafting of a Labour Charter in April 1927, with its asser- 
tion of the complete freedom of ‘professional and _ syndical 
organisation’, reconciled Rossoni to the new structures of the Fascist 
state.” 

Mussolini had himself played a minor part in the framing of that 
crucial statement, leaving the matter to debate between his keen (and 
reliably deferential) Under-Secretary at the Ministry of Corporations, 
Bottai, and Rossoni and Rocco. Bottai was the quickest to realise 
what was wanted, publishing in Critica fascista an article by a young 
Fascist urging all Italians to ‘imitate’ Mussolini's way of life. ‘To know 
and profoundly understand Mussolini, to obey him conscientiously’, 
readers were told, ‘means to understand the great cause of Fascism in 
the best possible way. Only a fanaticism for the Duce will accelerate the 
march of Fascism’.®3 Bottai may have thought that the Labour Charter 
meant a confirmation of Fascism’s social purpose and embodied ‘the 
supremacy of the ethical principle in the economic order’,“4 but 
Rossoni saw instead a diminution of the power of the workers and a 
favouring of the bosses. No amount of verbiage about the mystical 
allure of the Duce could disguise that fact. When he reviewed the 
issue, historian Renzo De Felice, agreed that the Charter did little to 
improve Italians’ working conditions. Its real effect was merely to 
enhance Mussolini's own authority.® 

One result of these events was the fall of Rossoni, who, in November 
1928, found his position at the head of the Fascist unions abolished (he 
was replaced by seven heads of the Corporations of Industry, 
Agriculture, Trade, Transport, Banking, Professionals and Artists, 
Seamen and Airmen). This adjustment in the ordering of labour affairs 
occurred amid rumours that Rossoni had dared to talk about the fall of 
the Duce.®° Certainly Mussolini began to keep a file on his old friend’s 


224 


The Man of Providence, 1926-1929 


acts of alleged corruption, which included land deals conducted in his 
father’s or uncle’s names and promiscuity, while a rumour that his 
gauche wife had once been a Rome prostitute was also recorded.” 
These matters did not prevent Rossoni’s eventual return to a minister- 
ial post — from January 1935 to October 1939 he held the Ministry of 
Agriculture and Forests, a somewhat ironical fate for a workers’ leader. 
By then he was thought to be a sardonic observer of the Nazi Labour 
front and still a self-conscious ‘Fascist of the Left’, although, having 
learned the lessons of seven years out of office, he took pains to 
emphasise that he was, above all, ‘a Mussolinian’.® Throughout the 
regime, syndicalism was entrenched in the vocabulary of the Duce and 
the other Fascists, remaining a target of an imagined revolutionary 
future, though never ceasing to be, in practice, more intellectual 
construct than social reality. 

During the building of the stato totalitario, it was none the less true 
that not just labour but also industry and finance felt the effect of 
Mussolini’s power. Until 1926 Mussolini had done little to challenge 
the authority of the business world. He had sought to check muttering 
among the more militant Fascists about the behaviour of the wealthiest 
sections of society, officially upbraiding Farinacci when he attacked 
the selfishness of the banks or made other financially risky state- 
ments.°? On most occasions, Mussolini defended the orthodox 
approach to economics of De’ Stefani and Volpi, enjoying the view that 
his ‘peasant good sense’ made him natively wary of overindulgence in 
government expenditure.’ 

One special feature of Fascist economic policy had been the solic- 
iting, by Mussolini and his agents, of foreign loans to help the Italian 
economy recover from the war. Success had been greatest with the 
United States, suddenly elevated by 1918 to be the world’s greatest 
source of capital. As early as May 1923 Mussolini had met T.W. 
Lamont, the new senior partner of the Morgan Bank,” and, despite 
certain difficulties during the Matteotti affair, contacts continued. 
After his appointment to the Ministry of Finance, Volpi, who boasted 
long experience of the highways and byways of international finance, 
travelled to the US in October-November 1925 in search of further 
loans, as well as a better resolution of the continuing issues of Italian 
war debts to the US and awaited reparation payments from Germany.” 
All went well, with Italy rising to be the second beneficiary, behind 
Germany, of US credit between 1924 and 1929. Access to foreign funds 
also helped defend the value of the lira, treated by the Duce as a 
talisman of Italy’s international prestige.” 
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To enhance the happy friendship with J.P. Morgan and the other 
American bankers, Volpi, in summer 1926, made ready to visit the US 
again. However, on 8 August he abruptly received a memorandum of 
instruction from Mussolini. An attached letter explained: 


The notes which follow are the result not so much of deep study of the 
problem which has troubled us all for quite a few months, but rather 
the result of intuition. In so far as I am concerned, [this intuition] is 
almost always infallible.” 


The crafty Volpi may have blanched at the crudity of this explanation 
of his Duce’s thought processes. When he read on, he found that the 
big issues had become not so much the winning of further loans, as 
stabilising the value of the national currency. The lira was now not so 
much a talisman as the heart of Fascism at home and abroad. 


Mussolini’s tone was dramatic. ‘The fate of the regime is tied to the fate 
of the lira’, he wrote emphatically. ‘It_is necessary therefore to 
consider the battle for the lira as absolutely decisive.’ As ‘totalitar- 


ians’, the Italians found themselves ‘alone’ in a vicious world; they 
must not bend their heads beneath the ‘golden yoke of the Anglo- 
Saxons’; instead they should stand on their own two feet and ‘act in 
the Fascist way, that is, with great audacity and breadth of vision’. The 
value of the currency was not so much an economic issue as a psycho- 
logical one. Italy must be strong enough to achieve a triumph of the 
will.7> Ten days later, Mussolini made the matter public in a speech 
which he gave at Pesaro, announcing ‘battle’ and proclaiming that ‘the 
Fascist regime, from its chief to its most humble follower is ready to 
impose the sacrifices needed, so that our lira, which is itself a symbol 
of our nation, our wealth, our efforts, our strength, our sacrifices, our 
tears, our blood, is and will be defended’.”° In the Duce’s mind, it 
seemed, the currency had become the incarnation of both Italy and 
Fascism. 

Over the next 16 months, Mussolini refused to budge from this line, 
in December 1927 formally setting the value of the lira at 19 to the 
American dollar and 92.46 to the British pound and reattaching the 
currency to the gold standard.77 Many commentators, Volpi among 
them,’® believed that the lira was being overvalued, but Mussolini 
stuck to his tough deflationary line, perhaps hoping further to impress 
his American banking friends with his rigour and determination.” 
A.S. Benni, spokesman of the more modern industrialists in Italy, 
adapted to the new valuation by extracting from the Duce a wage 
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reduction for the great majority of Italy’s workers.*° Those of them not 
yet rendered docile by Fascist repression were silenced by an accom- 
panying rise in unemployment which, even according to official 
figures, trebled between 1926 and 1928." 

Was the Fascist regime, then, just another way of doing business? 
One of the most persistent claims of admirers of Mussolini is that he 
presided over a ‘developmental dictatorship’, one committed to 
‘modernise’ Italy.** The evidence supporting this view from 1926 to 
1929 is, however, mixed. The centralisation of the issue of Italian 
currency to the Banca d'Italia in July 1926 and the stripping from the 
Banco di Napoli and the Banca di Sicilia of their surviving right to 
print notes were indeed acts of firmer government control. However, 
at much the same time, the regime bowed to pressure from the repre- 
sentatives of small shopkeepers, a number of whom figured as leading 
Fascists, and instituted a licensing system which protected the 
retailers from the ravages of supermarkets and other modern sales 
systems.*3 In so far as his economic policies were concerned, one 
Mussolinian line looked modernising, the next traditional. 

Typical was the story of the Banca Nazionale del Lavoro e della 
Cooperazione, created from a merger of previous co-operatives in May 
1927, and destined to play a major part in Fascist rule both at home and 
abroad — in this latter case, it followed the national flag to Ethiopia and 
the empire and to Spain during the Civil War, and also accompanied 
the Axis to the European New Order.*4 In 1925 the co-operatives had 
been taken from the hands of Paolo Terruzzi, a Milan radical Fascist 
until then blessed by Mussolini himself, and placed under the direc- 
tion of Arturo Osio. Though his background among the Catholic 
Popolari seemed paradoxical,*> Osio was adroit enough to know, in his 
dealings with those on high, that the patronage of Farinacci might out- 
weigh the hostility of Volpi.*® From September 1926 Osio began regu- 
lar meetings with Mussolini*’ and it was under the Duce’s direct aegis 
that he rallied the cooperatives’ fortunes and converted them into a 
modern bank, one which would outlive Fascism. Osio cemented his ties 
with Farinacci® and also accepted the patronage of Bottai, Rossoni, 
Ciano and Thaon di Revel, although, when asked, he averred circum- 
spectly that his task in life was simply to make his bank prosper. In 
January 1942 he was suddenly sacked by Mussolini, amid rumours 
that, maladroit in the end, he had earned the enmity of the Petacci fam- 
ily.*9 In victory and defeat, Osio was yet another leading servant of the 
Fascist regime who knew as much about patron-client networks as 
about ideology, and who happily manipulated each to his own ends. 
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Meanwhile, the Italian economy was exhibiting only the first signs 
of recovery from the deflationary effects of the high valuation of the 
lira when, in October 1929, the world was struck by the Wall Street 
collapse. During the 1930s Mussolini adopted new policies to try to 
combat the Great Depression as its groundswell hit Italy, too. In the 
short term, however, after the flurry of intervention in 1926-27, he 
displayed little overt interest in national economic matters. Indeed, 
Angelo Mosconi, who replaced Volpi%® as Minister of Finance in July 
1928, remembered Mussolini as a calm and sensible executive who 
always listened to frank advice and made it easy for his Minister to 
pursue careful and healthy policies.* Although the Duce remained 
alert to any matter which might damage national prestige — Giuseppe 
Belluzzo, the Minister for the National Economy, was persuaded 
publicly to retract an incautious statement that Italy still lacked suffi- 
cient raw materials — having flexed his authority over bankers and 
industrialists, Mussolini left the experts to get on with their work. It 
was a method he used often. 

In these circumstances, Italian business had many reasons to 
applaud Mussolini’s rule. But what was the Duce to do about agricul- 
ture, still the greatest employer of Italians? Telling evidence about the 
limitations of the Fascist achievement in modernising Italy and in 
improving the lot of his subjects could be found in the continuation of 
poverty and disease, especially in the countryside. On a table of 
European states, Italy lay 18th in calorie intake, perhaps the starkest of 
all indices of popular well being. The most wretched conditions were 
to be found in rural Italy. What was to be done to amend them? 

One answer to this question was verbal. As early as 1924, Mussolini 
had told his party that ‘the Italian people is predominantly rural. ... 
The Fascists of the countryside are the most solid; the rural militia the 
most disciplined’.% In June the following year he announced, with the 
characteristically militarist reference: ‘I have formally opened the 
campaign for the battle for grain and I have already prepared a general 
staff to conduct it.’9% Thereafter he frequently urged the ‘ruralisation’ 
of Italy. As he put it in his Ascension Day speech, cities and industri- 
alisation led to sterility, both spiritually and physiologically, and only 
the fostering of agriculture could really prepare Italy for empire.%° 

In fact, rural Italy had adapted to Mussolini's regime with its own 
rhythms and regional variations. As late as June 1921 the prefect in 
one Calabrian town was predicting that Fascism, like ‘genuine 
socialism’, could not take root there ‘for many years’, because the local 
social circumstances were so alien to mass parties.’ After 28 October 
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1922 disputes, usually between grouplets of original Fascists and late 
joiners, simmered in the rural world, as they did elsewhere in the 
country. At Catanzaro, one clear-thinking prefect noted that the fascio 
which had sprung up in the town was composed of those ex-members 
of the old ruling parties who had now donned a black shirt.9* His 
comments were seconded by a visiting American anthropologist who, 
completing field work on a village in Sicily in 1928, argued that the 
‘high-sounding names’ of national politics were used by nobody in 
common speech. Fascism, totalitarianism, corporatism, syndicalism — 
each was still an utterly alien concept. Where members of local elites 
did deploy such terms, it was to win advantage for their ‘faction’, since 
the paese had, in living memory, always been factionalised.%? The peas- 
ants were cautiously ready to tell any questioner that Mussolini was ‘a 
saint out of paradise’,”°° and, in the 1929 referendum, voted unani- 
mously for the regime, marching to the polling booth to the strains of 
the town band, which promiscuously played Giovinezza and the royal 
anthem, the Marcia reale."** But Duce, King and Pope impinged little 
on the peasants’ ordinary lives, which were defined by the ecology of 
their agricultural surroundings and the power of the landowners. 
Their ignorance or cynicism about the great world was such that they 
believed even the god-like Garibaldi had only offered a choice 
between culera o leve (cholera or conscription).°? Whatever else 
Fascism had achieved in this southern village, it had not brought 
social revolution, or even allowed the possibility of its imagining. 

The Southern Fascist leaders seemed equally ready to stain their 
ideological purity with habits and attitudes from the past, finding 
more familiar the practice of a Bocchini than what became the theory 
of a Starace. In September 1924 Acerbo, for example, wrote complain- 
ingly to Mussolini of the obscure plots which eddied about him 
whenever he came to Rome. Could, he asked, somewhat ingenuously, 
conspiracy be the reason why a distant cousin of his in the Abruzzi 
had had his career wrecked by being dropped from his party job. 
‘After this ringing triumph of my enemies and those of the regime, I 
can't go back to the Abruzzi’, he stated regretfully. Could Mussolini 
intervene? If he did not, he would find that ‘after me, the Abruzzo will 
descend into chaos or worse’ .*% 

Mussolini duly provided the necessary backing and Acerbo 
remained the leading Fascist of his region until the end of the 1930s, 
regularly passing on his ‘recommendations’ to his leader, who could 


rely on the fact that ‘I am and always will be, your devoted soldier, 
ready for any service’' (so long, he meant, as his regional power did 


229 


Mussolini 


not shake and Mussolini remained an appropriately generous patron). 
Similarly, in 1924 Michele Bianchi summoned Mussolini’s help to 
dispel malicious rumours about his womanising, which, he believed, 
were being spread by anonymous rivals within the party. It would be 
an ‘ingratitude’, he added with his own hint of blackmail — the 
Matteotti crisis was at its worst — if such hostility were not checked. 
‘Remember, Duce, that I was at your side, always utterly disinterested, 
and especially in all the saddest and most difficult moments’ of the rise 
to power. Could Mussolini not treat him as a friend must treat a 
friend?'°5 Again Bianchi’s petition achieved its desired result and he 
was shored up as a prominent figure in the regime, though not without 
Mussolini preserving in his ever fattening file on the dalliances of his 
henchmen the allegation that Bianchi encouraged his aristocratic 
Calabrian mistress to hand out for a fee well-remunerated local 
appointments.’ In turn, Acerbo, Bianchi’? and the other southern 
Fascists had their own clients who treated them in much the same way 
as they approached their Duce. 

This survival of an eternal South was certainly not a part of 
Fascism’s self-image, nor did it fit the party line about the totality of 
Mussolinian control. Rather, another feature of the construction of the 
totalitarian state was the ‘battle against the Mafia’, in the past a partic- 
ularly notorious symbol of the weakness and inadequacy of Liberal 
rule. In this conflict, Mussolini’s agent was Cesare Mori, another state 
official, who, like Bocchini and Badoglio, had no special connection 
with the Fascist party. Though he was careful to note that he worked 
in the ‘name and by the will of the Duce’,’ Mori was permitted to 
publish an account of his campaigns from 1925 to 1929, in which he 
was not at all modest about his ‘victory’. He particularly emphasised 
that the Mafia, rather than being a single vast criminal organisation, 
was more a ‘morbid’ attitude of mind, which in turn would be over- 
come by the superior spirit of Fascism. Historians have been 
sceptical about the boasted Fascist triumph. They have noted instead 
both the way in which Mori actually protected the power of the old 
landowning class”° and the ease with which Sicily slipped again into a 
backwater — in the 1930s, we are told, ‘in some towns the fascio only 
opened on public holidays’."" By that decade Mussolini, following the 
patterns established by his Liberal predecessors, removed Sicily from 
his normal itineraries. After his successive visits in 1923 and 1924, he 
only came again in 1937, then to talk vacuously about converting the 
island into an agricultural paradise.’ In reality, his policy had been 
directed far more at pacifying the place than at instilling its 
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inhabitants with a modernising and nationalising revolutionary élan. 
The payment for this failure actively to mobilise the island’s citizens 
was drawn in the summer of 1943, when Sicilians treated the arriving 
Americans as scarcely more foreign, and much more temptingly rich, 
than their Italian rulers. Then Sicilians sloughed off Mussolini's rule 
without a backward glance (even if, during the post-war years, neo- 
fascism would develop, and retain, a popular base on the island). 

Another group whose fate was being decided in these years was 
Italian women. Fascism possessed a mixed history on the gender ques- 
tion after a first female fascio was organised at Monza in March 1920.3 
The initial programmes of the Fasci di combattimento gave the issue of 
votes for women some prominence.” In office, Mussolini announced 
in May 1923 that no obstacle stood in the way of female suffrage and 
suggested that a start would be made in administrative elections."5 He 
even contemplated women being assigned a role in the MVSN."° 

However, before long, there were problems for Fascist feminism in 
the fine print.” As leader Mussolini turned out to be just another pil- 
lar of the patriarchy. Women did not gain the vote locally because local 
elections were abolished. As part of the new repression, in 1926 elected 
mayors were replaced throughout Italy by nominated podesta."* It was 
true that the regime expanded welfare programmes for women, estab- 
lishing in 1925 the Opera nazionale per la maternita ed infanzia (ONMI; 
the National Agency for Maternity and Infancy)."? The achievements 
of this organisation were conditioned by its Fascist purpose, since, in 
his Ascension Day speech, Mussolini placed demographic growth at the 
centre of the regime’s programmes: ‘It is necessary to watch over the 
destiny of the race with utter seriousness. It is necessary to make the 
race healthy, beginning with issues involving mothers and infants.’ 
There were presently only 4o million Italians, Mussolini warned; how 
could they compete against ‘ninety million’ Germans and ‘two hundred 
million’ Slavs. If Italy wanted to flex its muscles in the world, it must 
grow to ‘sixty million’ by 1950. Only when they were demographically 
fertile did ‘empires’ survive and flourish.*° And, as a symbol that 
breeding must proceed, on 19 December 1926 Mussolini introduced a 
‘bachelor tax’. Five years later homosexual acts among adult men were 
made illegal." As Turati put it: ‘The family is the basic cell of the State, 
the Nation and the people. It is the only possible safeguard, the only 
trench defending us against the corrosion coming from the various 
amoral, immoral and dissolvent social forces around.’ In a Fascist 
world, except when she had to turn up on parade,*} a woman, it 
seemed, was to be confined to kitchen and bedroom. 
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As the years passed, Mussolini’s personal misogyny deepened. 
‘Love’, he told a young admirer, could only be fleeting and was not to 
be viewed as a sensible guide to life.*4 Women shared with priests the 
habit of grabbing an arm when offered a finger.’ Strong men had to 
avoid their influence, since ‘woman must play a passive part. She is 
analytical, not synthetical. During all the centuries of civilisation, has 
there ever been a woman architect?’ he asked an interviewer rhetori- 
cally.”° Sarfatti’s influence was waning, and Mussolini showed few 
signs of seeking for long the company of intelligent women. As he 
grew older, he was reduced ever more to being a man’s man. 

Meanwhile the Fascist regime moved more aggressively than in the 
past to control education of both girls and boys. In December 1925 the 
use of the ‘Roman’ salute was made compulsory in schools and, from 
October 1926, the Minister of Education, Pietro Fedele, officially 
proclaimed the anniversary of the March on Rome a day of national 
rejoicing.’77 In 1928 it was decreed that textbooks were to be placed 
under strict state control (although the actual commission charged to 
supervise this process did not properly meet until 1939). In the semi- 
official pages of Gerarchia, the ex-Nationalist Roberto Cantalupo 
expressed the view that Fascism’s key task had become the creation of 
a new ‘ruling class’,”9 and during the 1930s this issue would indeed be 
a central one in Fascist debate. However, for the moment it was 
Mussolini’s supremacy which mattered most. It was typical that, 
when, in January 1928, the Duce was sent a flattering account of his 
political thought written by the Under-Secretary for Education, 
Emilio Bodrero, another Fascist from a Nationalist background, his 
reply was abrupt. The work, Mussolini agreed, was ‘interesting and at 
bottom right. You could add that my culture is not general, let alone 
generic. Rather it is systematic on every issue. Precisely because 
culture serves me and I don’t serve culture. The means, not the end. 
An arm, not an adornment’.¥° Despite such bravado, to any who 
thought about the matter, his cultural pronouncements could at times 
be odd — what, for example, was a maker of the Italian nation and a 
Fascist proponent of hierarchy doing proclaiming the German fan of 
the French Revolution, Beethoven, the ‘greatest’ of all composers, the 
person whose music transported a man out of himself?" 

The greatest arena of potential contestation of the Duce’s over- 
weening authority remained the Fascist party and it is no surprise to 
find the Duce curbing it, too, as part of the construction of a ‘totali- 
tarian’ state. One step was the sacking of Farinacci, who was replaced 
as PNF secretary by Augusto Turati on 30 March 1926. Farinacci was 
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scarcely pleased to be dropped and, now and later, did not refrain 
from bombarding the Duce with complaints about his successor"? and 
such other leading Fascists as Balbo, Federzoni, Bottai and even 
Arnaldo Mussolini, in his view constant plotters of knavish tricks 
against his Fascist virtue.3 From time to time Mussolini exploded in 
response to Farinacci’s needling: ‘Everyone inside Italy and out 
knows, and you do, too, that, if the regime survives and wins the 
tremendous battles which lie ahead of it, it is because I am alive and 
work sixteen hours a day, like a black [for it].’ ‘The problems within 
the party’, he went on savagely, ‘originate in great part from your atti- 
tude of spiritual indiscipline, your attempts to monopolise a position 
as the pure saviour of the party, and your unceasing launching of 
vague and general accusations which are never followed up with 
proof.’ Too many of his friends talked too much, Mussolini charged. 
Farinacci should forthwith reconcile himself with Federzoni and Balbo 
and accept the Turati secretaryship. There was no point in strutting 
around in the garb of an ‘Antipope just waiting to be called’.34 

Turati had been, and remained, close to Arnaldo Mussolini and, 
when the Secretary undertook another purge of party members, he 
favoured the more socially conservative supporters of the regime. In 
his own speeches he promised a new prurience as he chided Italians 
who drank too much or danced the Charleston and other ‘negro 
dances’.5 His construction of history was also conservative. Both he 
and the party embodied the spirit of the wartime trenches. They knew 
best about order and discipline.3° The Labour Charter, he was anxious 
to add, underlined the complete antithesis between ‘Rome and 
Moscow’ .7 Even if, less threateningly on one occasion, he suggested 
that Fascism should rule ‘as much by the force of a smile as the force of 
the fist’, he was sure that the regime should press ahead with unifying 
state, nation and race.3* Developing an educational system which 
would mix sport and the positive inheritance of the war, Fascist 
teaching would now forge a ‘new ruling class’ ."9 

But Turati’s greatest task was to discipline the party and make its 
members accept that Mussolini alone ruled Italy. The Fascists should 
not get above themselves. They should acknowledge that they, too, 
served the state. Therefore, when petty disputes between ras and state 
officials arose, they must result in precedence being given to the 
bureaucrat rather than the party member.” Had not the Duce told 
Farinacci firmly, ‘either no one speaks, or I speak, because I know how 
to speak better than anyone else’. Turati understood that he was 
Mussolini’s choice as PNF secretary. He knew that his job was to 
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ensure that Mussolini was acknowledged by all as ‘the dictator over 
the party’. ; 

Mario Giampaoli in Milan became the most celebrated case of this 
disciplining of the Fascists. In the financial capital of Italy, Giampaoli 
commanded the forces of radical Fascism, editing a monthly entitled 
1919 as a symbol of his commitment to the revolutionary thrust of the 
movement's early years. Even though that journal was anxious to 
underline that Mussolini was the ‘greatest genius of the epoch’, it 
dared to add that Fascists were needed, too.“3 By 1926 Giampaoli was 
already in bad odour with Arnaldo Mussolini, who feared that 
Farinacci would ally with him in any relaunch of the ex-secretary’s 
influence.“44 During the next year a catalogue of sins was ascribed to 
the Milan ras. He was sexually and financially corrupt. He lived with 
three women, one of whom he married hastily in 1926 in order to legit- 
imise a son. At that time he took presents of a million lire by putting 
pressure on local industrialists. He curried the favour of old squadrists 
with his populist speeches and appearance of culture (despite his 
lacking formal qualifications — he had begun his working life as a 
postman)."> He lost heavily as a gambler and took money from a pros- 
titution ring. He contemplated setting up his own praetorian guard 
and did not mind if Milan was publicly split between his supporters 
and those of the Duce’s brother.“° He alienated Milan’s intellectuals 
and professional classes and, indeed, the whole local bourgeoisie.™” 
With such a catalogue of sin reaching Mussolini's desk, only one result 
was possible. Giampaoli was expelled from the PNF and 1919 was 
suppressed. Victory in Milan went to Arnaldo Mussolini, Turati and a 
coming man, Achille Starace, deployed by the other two to oust 
Giampaoli.“* The defeated Milan ras did not quite disappear from 
Fascist annals. He kept up a correspondence with Mussolini, 
proclaiming his own injured virtue and beseeching his Duce to restore 
his patronage to him. In 1938, for example, Giampaoli believed that 
only the machinations of Jews were stopping his happy sistemazione 
in Naples“? and, in 1940, with the rallying effect of the onset of war, 
he regained his party ticket.5° The police continued their surveillance, 
however, noting his still extravagant lifestyle and ruthless exploita- 
tion of contacts. A last letter survives from May 1943, in which 
Giampaoli begged to be restored as federale or party chief in Milan. He 
would soon sort out the current decline in morale, he promised his 
adored Duce.*? 

The most unrelentingly critical correspondence to reach the Duce 
came, predictably, from Farinacci, who never accepted the promotion 
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of Turati and who also disliked the pieties of Arnaldo Mussolini. With 
his unfailing ability to pick on the adjustments and adaptations 
Mussolini had made but preferred not discussed, Farinacci was not, 
for example, slow to remind the Duce of his anticlerical past. With the 
Fascist version of wit, he wrote that a cardinal, possessed of a social 
conscience, had been visiting Cremona, preaching religion and 
chastity to the workers, even though he ought to have known that in 
Farinacci’s town a renunciation of sexuality was ‘as rare as the Arabian 
phoenix’. Could the worthy prelate not be sent on mission abroad, 
Farinacci asked, tongue in cheek? ‘If I am not mistaken, there are I 300 
000 000 people on earth, of whom 300 000 000 are Catholics. Why not 
bring to God and Paradise the other 1000000000?'3 Mainly, 
however, Farinacci concentrated his fire on his perceived enemies 
within the PNF. They falsely painted him as an enemy of the Duce and 
were unceasing in their conspiracies against Farinacci and his friends 
and associates. Their deviousness was enough to convert him into ‘a 
Fascist anarchist’, even though his circle was composed of ‘Fascists of 
a genuinely Fascist temper’%4 — Mussolini should accept that ‘a real 
Fascist’ was a man ‘never afraid to tell his Chief the truth’ .55 

Farinacci viewed the world as a place where interests and individ- 
uals were locked in perpetual conflict. The Fascist party might issue 
appealing statements about national and ideological unity and even 
decree that Italians blindly serve a totalitarian state. But in this 
Fascist’s mind, conflicts eddied and spread and Farinacci knew that 
whoever wanted to master his society had to be perpetually alert to 
present friends and enemies.%° At the same time, although Mussolini 
was frequently annoyed with Farinacci, he never broke with him. The 
ras of Cremona bore too much of Mussolini’s own radical and ‘savage’ 
past to be ignored or denied. 

The concept of ‘institutional Darwinism’ has proved a fertile one for 
understanding of the administrative processes of Nazi Germany, 
providing important evidence of political activism occuring on its 
own, or at least without immediate direction from the dictator. In the 
battles of Turati, Farinacci, Giampaoli and Starace, the shadow of such 
Darwinian or Machiavellian conflict can be detected in Italy, too. Nor 
were these four the only Fascist chiefs to engage in constant struggle 
one against the other and to do so without Mussolini’s immediate 
behest. All the evidence is that, among the elite (and probably else- 
where in society), such activities never ceased. Reports about Fascists 
on the rise typically underlined those who favoured them and who 
opposed them."’ An ability to read the endless shifts in the alliances 
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and opportunities of a self-interested world remained at the heart of 
the human condition under Mussolini’s rule. The contradictions of 
any dictatorship, it is plain, the gap between what the dictator claims 
to know and what he can know, the secrecy or opacity of the decision- 
making process, the nature of charismatic rule, enhance the belief in 
Darwinism, though the sceptical historian might add that such atti- 
tudes and behaviour patterns are not unknown in alleged democracies 
and flourish especially in our contemporary ‘de-ideologised’ world. 

If cynicism was not confined to the mind of the Duce under Fascist 
governance, throughout his period in office Mussolini rarely missed 
an opportunity to ingratiate himself with the Church authorities. It 
may be true that in 1925 he smiled a little when he formally 
reproached Farinacci at the intolerable prospect of a recrudescence of 
squadrism during L’Anno Santo."%* However, any Italian leader, and 
especially one committed to nationalising the masses, was naturally 
aware of the presence of the Vatican on Italian soil. A genuine totali- 
tarian should have wanted to uproot it. Certainly, the issue of the 
relationship between Church and State had been at the heart of the 
Risorgimento. The Liberal state had been created through the seizure 
of Papal territories, including the allegedly sacred ‘donation of 
Constantine’. In turn, the modernising principles of liberalism had 
been anathemised by Pope Pius IX in the Syllabus of Errors (1864). For 
the next half century, somehow resolving the ‘Roman question’ was a 
prime matter for any Italian politician who wished to make a historical 
mark. 

During the war and its aftermath, Orlando and Nitti had moved 
towards an accommodation with the Church only to be blocked by 
King Victor Emmanuel III, whose mistrustful personality endowed 
him with a lifetime scepticism about religion.59 As Fascism rose 
towards power, Mussolini had rapidly cloaked his own anti-clericalism 
and done his best to curb the expression of such ideas within the PNF. 
One of the first public campaigns of the Fascist regime was directed at 
the suppression of Freemasonry, since 1789 regarded by the Church as 
its implacable enemy. The victory over ‘atheistic socialism’ gave the 
Church hierarchy still greater reason to applaud the new system that 
was developing in Italy. Equally, the more conservative sympathisers 
with Fascism were now able to preach that Mussolini should ‘openly 
recognise religious values’ and give the divine a presence in the 
‘national drama’. Fascism, they said, was the natural ally of a Catholic 
Church which was not by accident Roman. 

In May 1926 talks between Church and regime began seriously, 
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when Mussolini authorised Rocco to meet Cardinal Pietro Gasparri, 
the papal Secretary of State, saying that a separation of Church and 
State was as absurd as a split between spirit and matter." By August 
Francesco Pacelli, the lawyer brother to the later Pius XII and member 
of a family closely linked to the Vatican-owned Banco di Roma, a 
crucial engine of finance in Fascist Italy, joined the negotiations. His 
presence was further evidence of the role of brothers in the Italian 
dictatorship, since Arnaldo Mussolini was one of the most prominent 
clericals in the Duce’s entourage.” Blessed by fraternal favour, by 
November 1926 a draft agreement was reached. 

However, its signature was delayed, and then delayed further, when 
Pius XI took umbrage at Fascist education policies — the aim of the 
Balilla to become a totalitarian organisation, entailing the abolition of 
Catholic youth groups with which it competed, was rejected by the 
Church. Among the Fascist leadership, Gentile, Balbo and Farinacci 
(though for diverse motives) tried to slow too rapid an accommodation 
with the Vatican, while the King and such surviving Liberal senators 
as Croce and Albertini similarly counselled restraint."3 In 1928, 
however, talks resumed, with discussions coming to a climax in 
January 1929. As the final clauses — notably those on the exact finan- 
cial compensation to be granted to the Church in recompense for its 
territorial losses in the past — were hammered out, Mussolini himself 
joined the negotiating team. Here, indeed, was a matter important 
enough for his direct attention. On night after night he worked to the 
small hours; the last reading of the terms on 31 January, for example, 
occupied him from 9 p.m. until 1.15 a.m." Finally, even the exact 
monetary arrangements were approved. Ironically, with that survival 
of a continuity from the Liberal past so typical of Fascism, two old 
servants of Giolitti, Bernardino Nogara, in charge of Vatican 
banking," and Bonaldo Stringher, the head of the Banca d'Italia, were 
left to finalise the methods and channels of payment." 

All then was ready for a great public display, which would be the 
more exhilarating because the negotiations had been kept secret. On 
11 February 1929 in an opulent ceremony at the Lateran Palace, 
Mussolini signed the various protocols. The Vatican City became a 
fully independent enclave within the city of Rome and its citizens 
were exempted from Fascist law. In return the Church recognised that 
the territorial settlement of the Risorgimento was final. Further clauses 
returned Catholic authority over marriage, restored compulsory reli- 
gious education and allowed the Vatican better to discipline dissident 
priests. Historians have generally concluded that the Vatican had 
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negotiated toughly in the Lateran pacts and had seen its power 
enhanced in many aspects of Italian life." 

For Mussolini, however, these wére matters which could be left to 
history; the short-term rewards for him were huge. His brother 
Arnaldo spoke of his ‘highest delight’ at the thought of an Italian 
people who could now reconcile their everyday inspiration from 
Catholicism with their nation state.%* Similarly unstinting in his 
praise, Pope Pius XI eulogised the Duce as the ‘Man whom providence 
has sent us’. The papal paper, L’Osservatore Romano, applauded a pact 
whereby ‘Italy has been given back to God and God to Italy’. The 
Jesuit journal, Civilta Cattolica, in March 1929 agreed that Fascism 
incarnated ‘the restoration of a Christian society’. In 1932 Pius XI 
even for a time favoured something which he called ‘Catholic totalitar- 
ianism’.'” Catholic publicists applauded Mussolini and Pius XI as ‘the 
two greatest men in modern Italy’.'” A police report on Italian opinion 
similarly acknowledged ‘the unparalleled success of the Duce’s 
genius’, although the nation’s Jews were thought somewhat troubled 
by the potentially negative implications of conciliation for them." 
Abroad, there was similar approval, especially in circles friendly to the 
causes of the Church. The British Catholics’ mouthpiece, The Tablet, 
celebrated the ‘great-hearted’ and ‘great-willed’ Mussolini, who had 
shown himself an ‘intellectual giant’ in defeating those Italians who 
wanted a ‘Derided Church in an Atheist state’ ."74 The Times, too, hailed 
the Concordat as ‘very great news indeed’, proof of Mussolini's ‘great 
daring and great statesmanship’,"> even if The Economist more scepti- 
cally argued that an alliance between two autocracies should scarcely 
give surprise.'”° Although non-Catholics soon turned their minds to 
other issues, the Catholic press, and Catholic opinion in general, never 
forgot the Lateran Pacts, and the great majority of Catholic commenta- 
tors were willing to forgive Mussolini much else because of ‘his’ 
resolution of the Roman Question. It was in the troubling days of 
March 1942 that Mussolini sought to raise public morale by autho- 
rising Carlo Biggini, later a Minister at Salo, to collect a full 
documentary account of an event still allegedly approved ‘unani- 
mously’ by Italians. Biggini knew the phrasing expected of him. The 
framing of the Concordat had, he said, been a time when Mussolini 
‘had been [unequivocally] right’. Certainly there were many 
Catholics outside Italy who were still impressed with the deal. Even in 
September 1943 the Irish-Australian Archbishop of Melbourne, Daniel 
Mannix, described Mussolini as ‘the greatest man living today’, head 
of ‘the greatest government Italy has ever had’.'78 In such Catholic 
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eyes, the accommodation with the Church had indeed made Mussolini 
for ever a Man of Providence. It is no wonder that a historian, 
reviewing the state of Italy in 1929, has argued that the Italian dictator 
could then rejoice in a fuller consensus than ever before.'79 

To be sure, ironies abounded in the Lateran Pacts. The ‘revolu- 
tionary’ Mussolini had reached accord with the most powerful 
conservative force in Italian society. The Duce who boasted of his total 
power and infinite charisma had acknowledged that an equal (and 
potentially greater) power and charisma was incarnated in the Pope. In 
his heart, Mussolini might retain the atheism of his youth (mixed with 
a certain superstitition, typical of many of his countrymen, which 
urged that, despite the irrationality of His being, God might yet exist). 
Notwithstanding the Duce’s occasional railing against his fate, 
Mussolini's dictatorship had not, would not, and could not storm the 
citadel of Catholicism. 

Such carping thoughts were not, of course, to be expressed openly. 
Rather, in 1929, as a symbol of the refulgent national glory of the 
Fascist regime, from the Rocca delle Caminate, the much restored, 
indeed decidedly fake,®° medieval castle set above Predappio and 
granted to the Duce and his family by a grateful public two years 
before these momentous events, now radiated the green—white-red 
light of the Italian tricolour. It could be seen across the countryside 
and well out into the Adriatic." More privately, the economic 
fortunes of the Mussolini family had done well from royalties and 
other arrangements. As late as 1926 Arnaldo had feared that debt 
would overwhelm II] Popolo d’Italia.**? However, backers had been 
found and the paper made an instrument of the totalitarian regime. 
Moreover, to the Carpena estate and the Caminate castle was added a 
beach house at Riccione, a Romagnole resort to which the Duce often 
repaired in summer. Although he had taken to declaiming against 
excessive public adulation,®3 Mussolini had become a man of prop- 
erty. As if to indicate his new social status, after his triumph over the 
Lateran Pacts Mussolini left his quarters in the Palazzo Tittoni to move 
to the Villa Torlonia, an opulent eighteenth-century palace, on the Via 
Nomentana, beyond the Porta Pia and the Aurelian wall. The Villa's 
princely owners held land in many parts of Italy, were not advocates of 
social revolution, and certainly expected that their new tenant, to 
whom they had offered a generous rental, would understand their 
world and its terms and conditions. On 15 November 1929 Rachele and 
the children moved into this palatial home with its extensive gardens, 
making the Mussolinis resemble, at least at a superficial glance, the 
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ideal Catholic family as never before. As a demonstration of her own 
authority in the capital, Rachele sacked Cesira Carocci, her husband's 
housekeeper since 1923 (though the loss of employment was sweet- 
ened in a characteristic Fascist way when Carocci was accorded a 
pension by the Fascist state; in 1944, she was still sufficiently remem- 
bered to be granted an extra payment at a time of need)."*4 Mussolini 
might rule in Rome; but his wife, a traditionalist in her way, had not 
surrendered her power on the home front. Buoyed by friendships with 
princes of Church and State, Mussolini had come a long way from 
Predappio. The only drawback for the Man of Providence was the 
lurking possibility that these deals and arrangements, rather like those 
that had promoted Bocchini, Badoglio, Osio and the rest, were leaving 
certainly the Fascist revolution and perhaps the Duce’s power still a 
mirage. 
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es triumphant deal with the Catholic Church seemed to translate 
Mussolini to a new summit of power. While, with the collapse of 
Wall Street in October 1929, other politicians found their lives full of 
pitfalls and their futures dim, Mussolini’s image shone brightly 
throughout Italy and beyond. Arrangements had, with patience and 
skill, been reached with every segment of the old, pre-Fascist, elite. 
The Pope and the King, industrialists, bankers and landowners, Army, 
police and officialdom, the great majority of intellectuals (an exception 
were a few recalcitrant dissidents, most of whom had been chased 
abroad), all seemed delighted to work with the Duce. So, too, did 
foreign governments, whose expert advisers, during these years of 
Mussolini's pomp, were increasingly likely to counsel study of the 
Italian model. Economists, for example, ever more dismal about their 
inability to block the inroads of the Great Depression into their own 
societies, were ready to believe that Fascism had inoculated Italy 
against the unemployment and the collapse of prices and production 
occurring elsewhere. As Paul Einzig of the Financial Times mused after 
a visit to Italy in 1932: ‘The Italian nation has become disciplined 
beyond recognition, and ... has developed the mentality that places 
cooperation for the common good above selfish considerations.’ The 
Corporate State, he urged, deserved detailed review, while Mussolini's 
authority had him in awe. It was ‘an amazing mass psychological 
phenomenon’. The Duce’s ‘strength and statesmanship’ were, he 
concluded, limitless.’ 

The Fascist party, once so fretful, had been chastened and 
harnessed during Turati’s secretaryship. It might be acknowledged 
that leading Fascists still squabbled endlessly among themselves. As 
Mussolini explained in his usual tone, the trouble with revolutions 
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was that the revolutionaries survived them.” But scoring cynically 
witty points was the more pleasant an activity because nowhere 
among the party chiefs could anyone be imagined contesting the 
Duce’s role and charisma. Within the Fascist regime Mussolini was, or 
seemed, confirmed as a ruler possessing all but imperial powers. 
Mussolini had not followed the example of Ahmet Zogu, who had 
raised himself to become King Zog I in client Albania. But the Duce did 
cherish parallels perceived between himself and Napoleon Bonaparte? 
(who, according to Nationalist commentators, although a Corsican, 
was ‘really’ an Italian).4 The more grovelling biographers added that 
Mussolini should not be limited by the comparison with one emperor 
alone;> actually, he was the amalgam of all the worthy emperors who 
had ever been.® As if to point the way to such assessments, in 1928-29 
Mussolini found time to collaborate with dramatist Giovacchino 
Forzano on the text of a play about Napoleon,’ and permitted himself 
to be cited as co-author when it was performed outside Italy (it did 
very well in Budapest).* The Forzano-Mussolini Napoleon was a great 
man, prescient and heroic, but destined, none the less, to be betrayed: 
‘When I am gone, you will hear me defamed by every obscene tongue 
in France. The men I made, the men in whom I kindled greatness, the 
men I redeemed from squalor — there is no dishonour that they will 
spare my name.’9 

If this passage gives any insight into the Duce’s mind, it suggests 
that a darkness had not dissipated from it. However, for the present, 
foreboding could be easily confined to Mussolini's private thoughts. 
Newsreel shots of him at this time show a leader both mobile in his 
expressions and gestures and ready to smile; the Duce visually was a 
man of charm and panache. Equally, in 1929 the Italian people 
appeared cheerful and tranquil, with few exceptions fully reconciled 
to the dictatorship. Propaganda said that they were being persuaded 
to place Fascism at the centre of their identities. Historical analysis, by 
contrast, reveals that Catholicism, the family, the paese and region, 
patron—client networks, gender attitudes and many another lingering 
structure of the histories of the Italies actually distracted the populace 
from too fervent a Fascist religiosity. For all that, the masses were 
indubitably quiet and respectful, and, in the referendum of 24 March, 
gave overwhelming support to the regime and its policies, especially 
its accommodation with the Church. More than eight and a half 
million Italians voted yes in support of the regime; only 135 000 voted 
no, with 8092 spoiling their ballot.’ 

Symbolising his elevation to such unchallenged grandeur, on 16 
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September 1929 Mussolini moved his office from the Palazzo Chigi to 
the Palazzo Venezia. There he was ensconced in the Renaissance Sala 
del Mappamondo, built for Popes in the fifteenth century and recently 
restored. The room measured 18 metres by 15, with a ceiling that was 
twelve metres high." Footsteps resounded evocatively as visitors 
timidly trod the vast distance between office door and Duce’s (often 
cluttered) desk. The heart of Rome lay just outside the palace: there 
stood the Capitol of classical times, and the Victor Emmanuel monu- 
ment, grandiose symbol of the ambitions of the Liberal era. Soon the 
balcony of the Palazzo Venezia, the place where Mussolini now gave 
his most significant or populist speeches, would have a view of the 
Colosseum, freed by ruthless Fascist urban renewal from its medieval 
accretions.” The wide new avenue which led to the great arena past 
the classical forums was named the Via dell’Impero (Empire Street). 
Here was a setting where echoes of the First and Second Italies 
resounded for the Third (even though one cheeky and self-confident 
young Fascist, who simply walked past the ‘lax’ guards into the Duce’s 
office, noticed that, like many another, Mussolini kept a photo of his 
parents on his desk, with images of himself playing the violin and a 
picture of his ‘magnificent angora cat’ furnishing other corners of the 
room).% 

Luisa Passerini has commented that the first purpose of 
Mussolini’s stream of visitors was to have their dreams confirmed.“ 
But it would be more accurate to remark that the Duce could inspire 
both dreams and dread. The Sala del Mappamondo was designed to 
intimidate, almost as though the austerity of the 1920s, with its 
Roman Republican or early imperial motifs, had been ousted by a 
Byzantine desire to set the dictator apart from his subjects.® From a 
Coriolanus, one of the Gracchi or a Julius Caesar,"® Mussolini had 
been transformed into a Constantine or a Justinian, a semi-deity 
whose refulgence blinded the dwarfish thieves of ordinary 
humankind. Marking this lofty eminence, the rhetoric about the 
Duce’s charisma changed direction. The emphasis grew insistent that 
he was and must be alone. During the 1920s he had, on occasion, 
complained about his isolation;” in the 1930s it became, or was said 
to have become, a natural part of himself. In April 1932 he told an 
admirer: 


One must accept solitude. ... A chief cannot have equals. Nor friends. 
The humble solace gained from exchanging confidences is denied him. 
He cannot open his heart. Never.® 
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By now Mussolini ostentatiously refused to exchange house visits 
with the families of Fascist ministers; sociability was not for the likes 
of him." Innumerable photographs fashioned this newly ‘granitic’ 
image into every watcher’s mind. By the mid-1930s a stern, unsmiling, 
thin-lipped and shaven-headed Duce, as likely as not equipped with a 
military helmet, became the ubiquitous image of the dictator. No 
doubt encroaching baldness was one reason for the headgear (and the 
fact that what hair he had was turning white another),”° but Mussolini 
the marble or steely soldier, Mussolini the human machine, now 
replaced the more nuanced images of the past. 

Had Mussolini, then, in the happy years from the Lateran Pacts to 
the Decennale, or tenth anniversary celebrations of the March on 
Rome, acquired total power? Was he now a dictator untrammelled by 
any serious opposition, a man who could by himself chart the fate of 
Italy and even aspire to transform the world? Was all as it seemed in 
the structure of authority and decision-making in Fascist Italy? Did 
Fascism, as one historian has put it with a surprising archness, now 
possess ‘the appearance of a perfectly solid totalitarian system’? 
After all, not quite everyone altogether and always believed what they 
saw. In 1927 a police report stated that Aldo Lusignoli had complained 
to his friends about the ubiquity of police in the Fascist state; their 
daily meddling outdid the ‘wretched record of the Bourbons or the 
Austrians’ before the Risorgimento. But what was the repression for, 
Lusignoli asked? Had he wanted to, Mussolini could have eliminated 
that violence and corruption among the Fascists which put its critics 
out of countenance. ‘But’, said Lusignoli, ‘given his mentality and his 
innate fear of the stronger, I do not believe and shall never believe that 
Hon. Mussolini will sweep away his friends, those who have made a 
myth of him in order to control the whole ramshackle edifice’ .”? Turati, 
who was suddenly dropped as PNF secretary in October 1930 after 
rumours of homosexuality and paedophilia were spread about him 
(belying his official image of spartan incorruptibility),% in retrospect 
agreed. Writing after 1945, he recalled a Duce who had “a terror of his 
own inadequacy’. Having resolved an issue, Mussolini, he claimed, 
appeared serene, the better to conceal his often justified fear that he 
had in the process allowed himself to be dominated by his inferiors.*4 
Tullio Cianetti, an Umbrian Fascist enthusiast on the rise in the Fascist 
union movement, took a different tack. He noticed the uplifting effect 
of every speech the Duce gave. It was only after the euphoria lessened 
that questions occurred. Just how were the policies so sonorously 
proclaimed to be carried through? There was the rub, since no one 
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knew how to respond,”> except with a catch phrase about ‘Mussolini's 
gradualism’, polite words to describe the actual stasis which often 
survived somewhere beneath the rhetorical charge.?° 

The words of Lusignoli, Turati and Cianetti raise intriguing ques- 
tions, ones present in the historiography of other dictatorships. How 
did the Duce rule? What were the limits, if any, of Mussolini's power??7 
Was he, in any sense, a ‘weak dictator’? Were the characteristic 
features of the Fascist regime imposed from ‘above’ or ‘below’? Had 
Mussolini mastered Italy, as propaganda loudly contended, or had 
Italy mastered him? 

One arena in which these matters might be measured is foreign 
affairs. From the beginning of his career, Mussolini had most directly 
expressed his aspirations to be a ‘Great Man’ by advertising his exper- 
tise in international relations. Similarly, both contemporary and later 
commentators proved anxious to talk about ‘Mussolini’s Roman 
Empire’® and ‘Mussolini’s wars’. Among present-day historians, 
Macgregor Knox has been especially keen to link Duce and Fiihrer in 
what he interprets as a natural ‘common destiny’; in his view, each 
headed the interwar version of what present parlance calls a rogue 
state. Moreover, as far as Knox is concerned, Mussolini’s programme of 
aggression was ‘fixed in all essential details’ by 1926,7? or maybe 
before that since, he argues, ‘war, a very great war, was from the very 
beginning the essence of Mussolini's program’ .3° 

Other historians are less convinced, with Ennio Di Nolfo remarking 
shrewdly that Mussolini ‘backed the revision of the Versailles treaty, 
but did not actually want its revision’.3* Contemporaries were simi- 
larly unsure. British Foreign Secretary, Austen Chamberlain, who had 
frequent dealings with the Duce, noted: ‘I doubt very much whether 
Mussolini himself knows exactly what he wants his relations with 
France to be.’3? A sabre-rattling speech at home would be succeeded 
by much more rational behaviour in the world of diplomacy. For all 
Mussolini's rhetoric, Fascist Italy sent dutiful representatives to serve 
on many committees of the League of Nations and the Italian 
appointees, in turn, were not treated by their colleagues as men domi- 
nated by ideological fanaticism.33 Fascist Italy even signed the 
Kellogg-Briand ‘Peace’ Pact in 1928, although, in a speech to the 
Chamber of Deputies, Mussolini occasioned knowing laughter from 
his listeners when he dismissed this agreement as ‘so sublime that it 
should be called transcendental’ .#4 All the same, while the pact was 
being negotiated, he had accepted that there was no point in unilater- 
ally rejecting it. 
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At the centre of any attempt to define Mussolinian diplomacy in 
this and other instances is a philological question, typical of the disci- 
pline of history. How is a contradiction between words and deeds to 
be read? Take the question of personnel. When it came to staffing the 
Foreign Ministry, Mussolini’s behaviour appears more radical than it 
was towards the Army or police. He began 1926, for example, by 
proclaiming it Fascism’s ‘Napoleonic year’. ‘From today’, he promised, 
Italy ‘will begin to have a moral and material place in the world’ fitting 
its increased and increasing power.3° Apparently true to his word, in 
September he allowed Contarini to retire from his position as 
Secretary-General of the Foreign Ministry’ and, lest a successor 
match Contarini’s alleged moderation, from 1927 any nomination to 
the Secretary-Generalship lapsed. Under Fascism, politicians, it was 
clear, were to rule within the Ministry, not bureaucrats. 

In 1928 Mussolini and his ambitious Under-Secretary, Dino Grandi, 
followed up by pushing a score of senior diplomats into early retire- 
ment, while simultaneously changing the rules of entry to the 
Ministry to allow a ‘Fascist call-up’ .3° Quite a bit has been made of this 
purge of the diplomatic staff (and another in 1932), all the more 
because, after 1945, such emphasis could cloak the extent to which 
Mussolini's foreign policy, throughout his regime, had either been 
unoriginal or had been greeted with applause from most members of 
the national elite. A sense of context is necessary; Mussolini was not 
the first to fail to nominate a Secretary-General. Crispi had done the 
same in 1888.39 Nor were Liberal ministers at all backward in 
employing their own patronage among neophyte diplomats, who duly 
cleaved to certain ideological beliefs. In 1914 the Italian diplomatic 
service was strongly coloured by the unspoken assumptions of the 
Southern landowning class which largely staffed it, and younger 
diplomats were likely to approve the ideas of the new Nationalist 
Association and hope that a Greater Italy could somehow be conjured 
into existence. It was true that ideology had to bend itself to the prac- 
tices and customs of the Ministry — the expression of too overt a 
passion was inevitably regarded as bad form in such a place. But this 
reality was true of Italian diplomatic staff after 1928. With the occa- 
sional exception, the attitudes of the ‘Fascist leva’ are impossible to 
distinguish from those of their colleagues who continued in the 
service from Liberal days. Similarly, few staff backed Salo, and not all 
of them were excluded from diplomatic careers after 1945.4° One who, 
in 1943, opted for the monarchy was Franco Farinacci, the son of the 
ras of Cremona and, before then, vice-consul in such ideologically 
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acceptable places as Hamburg and Seville.” He did not retire from the 
Italian diplomatic service until 1973.” 

Another instructive case was Grandi, promoted Foreign Minister in 
September 1929, retaining that office to July 1932, and thereafter, 
until 1939, ambassador in London. Although his class background 
always hinted at eventual respectability, Grandi had risen as a radical 
Fascist, one of the leaders of the opposition to Mussolini over the pact 
of pacification with the socialists in 1921. He had also been early to 
dismiss the League of Nations as no more than a coalition of over-rich 
victors and to demand the revision of the Treaty of Versailles.44 By 
1922, however, Grandi’s view of the world was moderating. He was 
one who could easily adapt himself to office, especially while he 
remembered to salute his Duce as ‘a genial statesman armed with an all 
but supernatural instinct’;45 Mussolini, he agreed, was ‘the Synthesis 
of the life of the State’ [sic], ‘infallible in his realism’.4° Handsome, 
debonair and urbane, Grandi was a man whom international diplo- 
macy understood, treasured and believed (rightly) it could seduce.” 

If the personnel of Mussolini’s Foreign Ministry did not look as 
though they embodied a complete break in national continuity, what 
of actual policy? The Fascists had some zones of special interest, a 
number inherited from their Liberal predecessors. A weather eye was 
kept on East Africa and its surrounds, as had been done, with varying 
results,4® since the 1880s. Mussolini might declare that, of all the Great 
Powers, Italy had the most interest in Yemen;49 he might wonder if 
more direct advantage could be wrung from Ethiopia.°° But no drastic 
action followed, with the Duce approving the rise of Ras Tafari to 
become Emperor Haile Selassie I and signing a friendship treaty 
between the two states in 1928." In this part of the world Mussolini 
still went with the flow. A diplomat posted to Addis Ababa remembers 
a farewell meeting with the Duce, full of pleasantries and banalities 
and ending without Mussolini issuing any instructions or in any way 
suggesting a revised national line. 

When, in 1931, Ethiopia surfaced again as an issue in Rome, it was 
because the French Prime Minister, Pierre Laval, raised the possibility 
with Grandi that Italy might be granted ‘compensation’ there.» Laval’s 
initiative was appraised in detail by Raffaele Guariglia, the career 
diplomat who would be first post-Fascist Minister of Foreign Affairs 
after July 1943.54 Despite his traditional background, Guariglia was 
delighted to contemplate a means by which ‘the generation of 
Mussolini’ could purge the ‘stain’ of Adowa from the national record. 
Ethiopia, he advised, was ‘the only demographic and economic outlet 
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still open to us. To penetrate it, we'll need money; to take it, probably 
war. But you don’t get anything in this world without effort and strife. 
If we want an empire, we must find the means to get it’. However, he 
cautioned, when Italy engaged in African action, its leader should not 
forget the nation’s fundamental interest, ‘the only grave, if not mortal 
danger threatening our country’. That strategically ominous event 
was an Anschluss, that is, a German takeover of Austria. Guariglia 
counselled a further improvement of Italian ties with France in order 
to block any German advance.® In all this discussion, Mussolini 
played no part, except as a passive reader of official papers. Ethiopia 
was not yet significant enough a problem for his independent interest. 

Rather than an imagined thrust into Africa, during the first decade 
of Fascist rule the most immediate diplomatic question was Italy’s rela- 
tionship with the new state on its north-eastern borders coming to be 
called Yugoslavia. Events during the 1990s might make Fascist policy 
seem less the actions of a rogue state than those of a prophet of NATO 
virtue, but Mussolini, despite his public approval of the Treaty of 
Rapallo, never ceased to meddle in the murky domestic politics of his 
neighbour. His intrigues brought no protest from Italian diplomats, 
who instead saw a continuity with what Liberal Italy had been doing 
since Albania began its uneasy existence in 1913. Italian patronage of 
King Zog>° was filled with anti-Yugoslav intent, and Mussolini simi- 
larly sent subsidies’? and smiles to localist ‘Moslem’ forces in Kosovo.5® 
In October 1926 he suddenly suggested to Badoglio that Italy should 
develop a full-scale invasion plan against Yugoslavia>® — was this idea 
an example of what contemporaries understood by the Duce’s ‘intu- 
ition’? However, although Mussolini briefly urged that ‘there was not 
a minute to lose’, the matter was not followed up, at least in the 1920s. 

Still more damaging to the construction of a united Yugoslavia was 
Italy’s fostering of Croat separatism through the nationalist politician 
and eventual murderous fascist, Ante Pavelic.°° When Yugoslavia itself 
opted for a more authoritarian (and Serb) constitution in 1929, Croat 
dissidents were given asylum and military training in Italy, helped by 
the patronage of the ex-Nationalist, Roberto Forges Davanzati,” and 
nourished by a monthly subsidy of 70 000 lire from secret Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs funds. In February 1929 Paveli¢ launched with an 
Italian interlocutor (but not Mussolini) the idea of organising the 
assassination of the Yugoslav King, Alexander.®} For the moment the 
Italians did nothing in response except record the idea, and Grandi 
remarked complacently that Croat enthusiasm should not be mistaken 
for the genuinely ‘revolutionary instinct’ of Italian Fascism.™ In sum, 
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Fascist Italy was a bad neighbour to Yugoslavia, but it was not yet plot- 
ting with any zeal or consistency the outright collapse of the Yugoslav 
state. There is also very little evidence that Mussolini’s own ideas in 
the area were either original or especially influential. For many 
Italians, the Yugoslav question was inextricably tied to the demo- 
graphics of the Venezia-Giulia and the nationalist determination to 
deny or to cancel the ‘Slav’ minorities who lived there. Mussolini 
scarcely broke with tradition when, in April 1929, he peremptorily 
ordered the prefect of Trieste to ensure that ‘no Slav newspaper’ 
appeared on the streets of that avowedly Italian but naturally polyglot 
city.® 

What, then, of the ideological image of Mussolini’s regime interna- 
tionally? The institution of the dictatorship and the subsequent 
creation of the totalitarian state touched off a debate about the poten- 
tial place of Fascism in world history. Contributors to Critica Fascista 
and other journals were alert to indications that foreigners were 
entranced by Italian events. Georges Valois and his Faisceau in 
France,®° the dictatorship of Miguel Primo De Rivera in Spain,” the 
paramilitary Heimwehr in Austria, rightists in Lithuania, Fascists in 
Japan or Albania or Great Britain” (and British pro-Fascists living in 
Italy),7” an Australian Prime Minister allegedly gone Fascist in his 
legislation” — the deeds of each won approving mention in the pages 
of the Fascist press as apparent proof of what were habitually labelled 
the ‘universal aspects of Fascism’.73 A belief that the Fascist message 
could be carried across the border was widespread, although 
Margherita Sarfatti sentimentally sought to explain that a Fascist 
advance would amount to ‘a pacific imperialism through the great 
exchange of ideas and profound spiritual revolutions’. None the less, 
for all these hints of ideological expansionism, in a speech to the 
Chamber of Deputies in March 1928, Mussolini stated firmly that 
Fascism was ‘not a matter for export’.” 

What is to be made of this statement? The only sensible conclusion 
is that Mussolini and the rest of the ruling elite had not yet decided on 
the meaning of universality for a dictatorship in the least of the Great 
Powers. After all, at the very time when Mussolini was claiming that 
Fascism was for Italian eyes only, his brother was averring that the 
Italian model of government had exportable features. In March 1928 
Arnaldo pronounced Fascism universal in the sense that it embodied a 
new type of civilization, sprung from the war, and contrary to the 
‘aridity’ of Anglo-Saxons and the ‘barbarity’ of Bolshevik Russians.”° 
Arnaldo also patronised Berto Ricci, a young Fascist of philosophical 
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and radical bent, who wanted to carry the regime further and faster 
towards empire and towards the fascistisation of the world.” In 
January 1931 Ricci began publishing a journal entitled L’Universale to 
spread such ideas. The following year the Fascist government favoured 
the prospect of a fascist International,7® although the rise of Hitler and 
the Nazis in Germany was by then making it unlikely that too many 
ambitious foreign ‘fascists’ would look to Rome rather than Berlin for 
intellectual and financial support. Perhaps the most confused position 
was held by Sarfatti who, in 1932, declared that ‘Mussolini, in the 
name of Italy, has taken on the leadership of the world; but there 
assumes a higher task still which is to defend the Western civilization 
of the white races’ .79 Whether or not she reflected a confusion in her 
lover’s mind must be left to speculation. 

It is plain, certainly, that Arnaldo Mussolini was not without 
contradictions. From his power base of Milan, he had, for example, 
looked graciously on the arrival of Rotary in Italy, himself accepting 
membership of that body.*® Rotary’s liberal internationalism raised 
some Fascist hackles, but, in 1929, Alessandro Pavolini took time to 
explain the proper Fascist line: ‘in regard to international bodies and 
associations, like Rotary, which have sprung from a mentality uncon- 
genial to ours as Fascists (for example from democratic, or pacifist, or 
Protestant, or Jewish mentalities), the Regime has generally followed 
the policy of being present. It has simply had itself represented by its 
own men’.*' The story of the Kellogg-Briand Pact and the League of 
Nations was being repeated. Fascist spokesmen continued to stress the 
radical coloration of their dictatorship within Italy, but, at least for the 
present, they were willing to compromise with the Greater Powers 
abroad and to some degree adapt themselves to their fashions. 
Mussolini gave no sign of objecting to such tactical subtlety. 

The same attitude recurred in the regime’s policies with regard to 
disarmament, which appeared such a crucial issue in Europe from 1929 
to 1932. In his heart, Mussolini undoubtedly viewed the whole idea as 
‘a tragi-comedy’ as he once described it to Austen Chamberlain (who 
may not have disagreed).** However, although the Duce was verbally 
obstreperous in demanding that Italy get, or seem to get, the best in 
any deal on disarmament,*3 he did not withdraw Italian representa- 
tives from Geneva. He just pursued a double line, registering his 
approval of ingratiating advice from Grandi that the continuing fiasco 
at the League of Nations would make it easier to persuade Italians to 
accept ‘new sacrifices’ for an eventual rearmament™ (even though 
there was little sign of such a modernising of Italian arms actually 
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happening — Badoglio advised that any contemplation of a two-front 
war against France and Yugoslavia would amount to ‘our suicide’).*5 
Indeed, in October 1930 Mussolini told party officials: ‘Italy will 
disarm, only if everyone disarms. ... However, we must also be clear 
that we arm ourselves materially and spiritually for defence not 
aggression. Fascist Italy will never start a war’ .* 

It is unlikely that the clauses debated and re-debated at Geneva 
were Mussolini's first preoccupation. Rather he better displayed his 
real sensitivities when he rebuked Grandi for writing directly to 
Farinacci, who, as a result, had published an article in his paper II 
Regime Fascista praising Grandi.*’ Could there have been somewhere 
in the process a whiff of mutiny, the Duce asked himself, a rival 
construction of charisma? In Mussolini’s mind, all roads traversed by 
his underlings should lead to Mussolini. This was the leader, alert to 
even a zephyr of complaint or doubt, who Fulvio Suvich, a Triestine 
Fascist promoted to be his Under-Secretary when Mussolini resumed 
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in July 1932, remembered saying on a 
number of occasions: ‘The Fascists won't like this.’8* Until the rise of 
Hitler and the Nazis, worrying about his image, fencing off his 
charisma and managing the PNF remained for Mussolini more signifi- 
cant matters than charting a new and independent foreign policy.*? 
The Duce might zealously or dutifully read the diplomatic traffic, and 
profusely underline the texts of the telegrams and despatches which 
flowed in great number across his desk, especially because the absence 
of a Secretary-General had reduced the chance of serious bureaucratic 
appraisal of information before it left the Ministry. Just occasionally, 
though increasingly as the 1930s wore on, he might list a set of prior- 
ities to be followed in one or other policy area. But, to 1932, Italian 
diplomacy under his dictatorship remained more Italian than anything 
else; in so far as foreign affairs were concerned, Mussolini adminis- 
tered a system rather than crafting a new policy of his own free will. 

One area of international dealing which might seem to counter this 
conclusion is emigration. There, by the end of its first decade in 
power, Fascism appeared to have made a difference. Whereas before 
1914 Italians had been abandoning their country at a rate inexorably 
approaching one million per year (prompting Nationalists to bewail a 
‘haemorrhage of lost blood’),9° by 1934 the number leaving had been 
cut to 68 461.% Confirming what looked a drastic turn in national 
policy, in 1927 Grandi announced that the word ‘emigrant’ had been 
cancelled from Italian vocabularies. Similarly, the revived imperialism 
of the 1930s would seek its justification in demographics.” Since the 
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Italians were a ‘prolific people’, unlike their French and some other 
neighbours, this argument proposed that they be appeased with terri- 
torial gain. Behind such rhetoric was a new bureaucracy, notably the 
so-called Fasci all’estero (Fascists Abroad). Building on a Liberal struc- 
ture of Istituti coloniali italiani (Italian colonial institutes), which had, 
however, never functioned effectively, the Fasci italiani all’estero 
promised to inculcate both Fascist ideals and italianita among Italians 
resident abroad. Generous official funding ensured that they could 
publish a journal, from June 1925 euphoniously entitled I/ Legionario 
(The Legionary), full of stories of national triumph and pushing the 
ideal of an ‘heroic and religious’ empire.%3 In some accounts, the Fasci 
all’estero constituted another piece in the edifice of a genuinely Fascist 
and totalitarian society.94 Might their combined interest in welfare and 
national glory also explain why, after 1945, memories of Mussolini 
were happier in most Italian emigrant communities than they were in 
Italy itself?9% 

Perhaps. But it is hard to accept that the Fasci all’estero changed 
the world. In practice, the migration policy of Mussolini and his 
regime was reactive rather than original. In 1923 Mussolini had been 
ready to agree that emigration was ‘a physiological necessity for the 
Italian people’. In 1924 he told the Senate that ‘one cannot and must 
not think about wars to win territory to colonise’.%° Only in 1926 did 
he shift ground to state that he was ‘no longer an enthusiast’ of emi- 
gration, revisiting what had once been his Marxist charges against 
the exploitation which was allegedly the inevitable lot of those who 
departed their country.97 His new position was occasioned not so 
much by his own ideologically impelled beliefs as by the more 
restrictive attitudes of host societies, and especially the USA, against 
Italian immigrants. Even then Mussolini remained careful. When the 
Fasci all’estero grew too pushy, they were rebuked in much the same 
way that radical Fascists experienced at home. Fresh statutes, framed 
in 1928, emphasised that the Fasci all’estero must not infringe the 
laws of the foreign countries where they operated.%* Thereafter gov- 
ernment money was regularly found to pay for Fascist propaganda 
among emigrants and, through such bodies as the dopolavoro (after- 
work) clubs and while Fascism won its wars, converts flocked to its 
ranks. However, Fascism never resolved the fundamental dilemma at 
the root of any thoroughly nationalist, let alone racist, Italian foreign 
policy, which might seek genuinely to nationalise the emigrant 
masses. If Italy were ever really to imitate Nazi Germany and aspire 
to bring all Italians home to its Reich, then it needed to plan the 
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urgent seizure of New York, Buenos Aires and many another city in 
the New World. Instead, it sought advantage in Ethiopia and Libya, 
already populated African territories of little allure to any sensible 
Italian emigrant. Even at its most aggressive, Fascist Italy behaved as 
though it were a nineteenth-century power, replicating the grab for 
Africa indulged in by the Greater Powers at that time. Neither 
Mussolini nor any other Italian Fascist succeeded in finding a way to 
give expansionism a “mass base’ and, as a consequence, in its aggres- 
sion, Fascist Italy never acquired the murderous determination (and 
notoriety) of its Nazi ally. 

There are some ironies in this situation. The worst killing fields of 
Fascist Italy were within its empire, much of that territory inherited 
from its Liberal predecessors and all constituting only a small chapter 
of the European overcoming of the world beyond Europe. In most 
senses, Italy was not only the least but also the most belated of the 
European imperial powers. Historiographical relativities and those of 
power in the world since 1945 have combined to hide the imperial 
chapter of Fascist history and Mussolini's place in it. None the less, it 
is a sad and an instructive tale, worth recounting. 

In 1922 an Italian writ uneasily covered the colonies of Eritrea and 
Somalia, acquired in the 1880s, the territories of Tripolitania and 
Cyrenaica with the desert ex-vilayet of Fezzan, together renamed with 
classical Roman reference Libya, and won through conflict with 
Turkey in 1911-12. Italy also governed the Dodecanese islands, seized 
during that war and retained thereafter, despite considerable interna- 
tional pressure that the Greek populace be handed over to Greek rule. 
Of this dusty imperium, the most significant part was Libya. During 
Italy’s First World War, Liberal governments had done little to main- 
tain what had always been a fragile national conquest there. In 1921 
eighty-nine allotments for a total of 2500 hectares were the extent of 
Italian agricultural development in the colony.9? Nevertheless, by 
then, the Liberal government had determined on Libya’s ‘re- 
conquest’, under the aegis of Giuseppe Volpi, Governor of Tripolitania 
from July 1921, and Giovanni Amendola, Minister of Colonies from 
February 1922 and destined to be a ‘martyr’ to Fascism. Somewhere in 
the background was the assumption, registered in 1911 by Maffeo 
Pantaleoni, eventual co-editor of La Vita Italiana, that ‘the 
bastardised local population, composed of a mixture of the most 
disgusting of races, must be repelled and destroyed and replaced by 
good Italian blood’.’®° Italian imperialism was inevitably similar to that 
which would lead, or had led, to the decimation of indigenous peoples 
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in many a land annexed by a metropolitan power. 

When they thought about a resumed conquest of Libya, neither the 
trimming Volpi nor the liberal democrat Amendola blanched at “firm- 
ness’, a word whose practical significance was often murder. Fascist 
governance thus offered only a partial break in continuity, with 
Mussolini's own line on the empire summed up by its leading historian 
as ‘vague, changeable and sometimes contradictory’. Volpi, who 
remained as Governor until August 1925 and could rely on the 
backing of Federzoni and Scalea, his Nationalist ministers, and, less 
directly, of the Duce, tried to foster capitalist development, preferring 
such investment to ideas about a more populist immigration. Volpi 
typically laboured to produce reports about colonial developments 
which emphasised his own skills, while downplaying those of others, 
except for the military victories of the young soldier, Rodolfo 
Graziani,’” sent by him into the interior." Graziani, it was soon clear, 
believed that the best way to win was to be vicious and that meant 
eliminating old men, women and children, as well as ‘rebels’ armed 
against Italian authority. On the Roman model, Graziani habitually 
defined Libyans as barbari (barbarians); in his mind they were people 
without rights or future.’ 

Volpi’s replacement was Emilio De Bono, whose appointment might 
be read as a signal of a new impulse to fascistise the empire — 
Mussolini went on a much publicised visit to Tripoli in April 1926, 
shortly after Violet Gibson’s assassination attempt. De Bono was joined 
by Attilio Teruzzi, designated Governor of Cyrenaica, while another 
ex-quadrumvir, Cesare Maria De Vecchi, had run Somalia since 
October 1923. (De Vecchi composed a rhodomontade about his 
dubious achievements there, mimicking Julius Caesar’s use of the 
third person in his accounts of his military campaigns.)'> The most 
celebrated imperial appointment of a Fascist during the regime was 
that of Italo Balbo to be governor of Libya as a whole in January 1934, 
while De Vecchi went to be governor of the Dodecanese islands in 
November 1936, with his usual aggressive incompetence soon under- 
mining’ what had been the relative contentment until then of at least 
the poorer local inhabitants with Fascist imperial rule.‘ 

The conquest of Ethiopia in 1935-36 entailed a vast expansion of the 
Italian empire and a new attempt at its Fascistisation and it will be 
considered below. All the same, the death toll there, however 
deplorable, never matched that which occurred in Libya during paci- 
fication from 1928 to 1933. This period coincided with the 
appointment of Badoglio to be Governor of Tripolitania and Cyrenaica 


254 


Mussolini in his pomp, 1929-1932 


combined. Part of the story is one of in-fighting. Badoglio was a rival 
of Graziani, who was made deputy Governor of Cyrenaica in March 
1930. Both hated De Bono, Minister of Colonies from September 1929 
to January 1935. Graziani was much inclined to underline his commit- 
ment to Fascism, and Badoglio rather less so, but the two combined, 
from June 1930, in a policy of ethnic cleansing of the interior which 
drove out a population of 100 000."* Badoglio endorsed a policy of 
utter brutality, telling his men that they must be ‘ferocious and inex- 
orable’ in expelling every family they found.’ The refugees were pent 
up in a series of concentration camps near the coast, and there 
frequently allowed to die of hunger and disease (Fascist rule had killed 
some 90 per cent of livestock owned by the population of 
Cyrenaica)."° When the camps were broken up in September 1933, 
only about half the original deportees survived.™ 

Until his capture and execution after a mock trial in September 1931 
(he was publicly hung as a ‘bandit’),"? Omar el-Mukhtar led a local 
rebellion. In combating his tenacious forces, the Italians did not hesi- 
tate to bomb their enemies with poison gas,"3 a prospect lightly 
endorsed by Italo Balbo in 1927 when, as Under-Secretary for Air, he 
welcomed the ‘natural marriage between chemical weapons and the 
sky’.™4 One of the targets of gas attack in Cyrenaica was the ‘holy city’ 
of Cufra,"5 with the Italians displaying that determination typical of 
many imperial powers to wipe out by the most vicious methods 
possible any version of history in the area which might contest their 
own. Gas would also be ruthlessly deployed in Ethiopia. 
_ After 1945 an admission of these crimes was wrung with great diffi- 
culty from official Italian historians, even though they were serving a 
Republic and not a Fascist dictator."° A silence remains (just as it does 
over the liquidation of many colonial peoples at the hands of their 
‘civilised’ metropolitan masters). In the literature on Nazi Germany, 
Omer Bartov and others have been convincing in their arguments that 
the unimaginable ‘barbarisation of warfare’ on the Eastern Front was 
the achievement of the traditional German Army as much as it was of 
fanaticised Nazis.’ Kershaw suggests that it was another result of the 
Germans’ determination to work towards their Fiihrer. The murderous 
violence of Italian imperial warfare raises a similar issue but produces 
a different answer. Mussolini may have always endorsed the most atro- 
cious policies when they were reported to him. But it was Badoglio, 
Graziani and others who took the initiative, not the Duce. Very likely, 
to some degree, they were influenced by the ‘unspoken assumptions’ 
of a new savagery, approved by Fascism and incarnated in Mussolini's 
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personality. However, Badoglio was an officer of the Royal Italian 
Army, and fully identified himself as such. His imperialism was more 
traditional than it was ‘Mussolinian’. Moreover, there were critics of 
the cleansing and the concentration camps, notably De Bono and 
Roberto Cantalupo, the ex-Nationalist journalist who, by then, was 
Italian minister in Cairo."* The motivation for this criticism was more 
personal (especially for De Bono) and tactical (Cantalupo was trying to 
pursue a rapprochement with Egyptian nationalists) than ethical. 
Whether Fascist or not, elite Italians gave few indications of regarding 
the native inhabitants of their empire as their human equals (whatever 
may have been the attitude of more humble Italians who experienced 
life there)."? However, they sought more to mimic the French and 
British colonisers of the nineteenth century than the Nazi ones of the 
years about to come. 

If both Mussolini and his educated subjects still dreamed of empire 
in 1932, their country had a humbler but better remunerated way of 
connecting with the world — tourism. Totalitarian states open to mass 
visitation by independent foreigners seem a contradiction in terms 
(and the suspension in Nazi Germany during the 1936 Berlin Olympics 
of that regime’s more overtly malign activities is well known). But 
Italy, beautiful, artistic, ‘historical’ Italy, was indeed a treasured 
holiday site for many a non-Italian. And Fascists debated what to do 
about this fact, especially because the Nationalists had repeatedly 
urged that tourists, questing the Renaissance or summer peaches, 
actually degraded present-day Italy. Marinetti, as ever, took matters to 
the extreme by suggesting the aerial flattening of Venice and Florence 
as the best way for Italians to advance towards modernity and great- 
ness. Such hostility pained thrifty economists, who underlined the 
fact that tourism was Italy’s most flourishing industry. Did Mussolini 
have an opinion on the matter? 

Any attempt to answer this question is complicated by the fact that 
the administration of tourism was contested by a number of organisa- 
tions, some of which had a direct continuity from the Liberal past 
while others were more strictly ‘Fascist’.’° The Corporate State 
embraced tourism, but it did so with some ambiguity. With genial 
approval from the Duce, a new organisation, the Direzione Generale del 
Turismo, was created, and subsumed into its own ranks the earlier 
quarrels which were never fully resolved. During the Second World 
War, the more prominent officials involved in tourism showed a 
marked reluctance to abandon their jobs and accept service at the 
front; they preferred to dream of luxurious hotels even in the dark 
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days of 1942-43. Tourist organisation under Mussolini's rule remained 
both Liberal and Fascist, but, above all, bureaucratic. 

One of the agencies, begun under the Liberals and destined to 
survive past 1945, was the Touring Club Italiano, proud of its base in 
Milan and in many ways the typical organisation of the Italian middle 
classes (and determined to nationalise them, if in a somewhat equiv- 
ocal way). Its history during the dictatorship is revealing. The TCI 
endured increasing Fascist intrusion which culminated in 1937 with 
the forced ‘Italianisation’ of its name; the TCI was meant to become 
more Fascist as the Consociazione Turistica Italiana. The TCI/CTI did, 
however, successfully resist efforts to transfer its head office to the 
‘imperial capital’, Rome. Moreover, when asked, Mussolini told the 
CTI’s director that all he wanted of the body was that it continue the 
patriotic work which had always been its purpose.’ Others, more 
fanatical and less realistic than himself, he implied, were responsible 
for the annoyance which the worthy chiefs of the TCI had suffered. He 
was as ready to work towards the TCI and approve its mentalité as he 
was to require it be adorned with the gloss of radical Fascism. 

The greatest tourist event, ostensibly the key moment so far in the 
Fascistisation of Italian society in the early 1930s, was the Decennale, 
the tenth anniversary celebrations of the March on Rome planned for 
1932. There the Duce proudly proclaimed that the inevitable fascistisa- 
tion of Europe was an expression of the light which always shone from 
Rome.’3 But Mussolini remained aware that he was not the sole inter- 
preter of a Roman inheritance The Lateran Pacts may have been 
signed, but tiffs with the church had not ceased. Unhelpfully, 
Mussolini's version of religious history had an impious bent, notably 
when, in May 1929, he told the Chamber of Deputies that Christianity 
‘was born in Palestine, but had become Catholic in Rome’. If it had not 
had the good fortune of a meeting with Rome, he went on aggressively, 
it would in all likelihood have remained ‘an obscure local sect like the 
Essenes’ and ‘would have just exhausted itself without leaving a 
historical trace’.”4 The Lateran negotiations, he concluded, with a hint 
of less consciously heretical thinking about the nation, had happened 
because the present Pope was ‘really Italian’, a typical ‘Lombard’ in his 
practical sense and willingness to take initiative. 

During the next two years, there were a series of spats between 
church and state, with the extent of Fascist control over education 
being a particularly vexed issue. Pius XI had frequently described 
himself as the ‘Catholic Action Pope’, and certainly took special 
pastoral interest in the spiritual and welfare activities of the network 
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of Azione Cattolica.*> Catholic clubs and associations sat badly with 
the idea of a totalitarian state (even if Critica Fascista was willing to 
acknowledge confusingly that the church was equally totalitarian in 
its way).”° Faced with a stubborn opponent, Mussolini gave vent to 
his habitual misanthropy and malice, qualities which bolstered his 
nagging sense that he might not be grasping real power. Hearing 
rumours that the Pontiff had been diagnosed with prostate cancer, 
Mussolini asked De Vecchi, who had become his ambassador to the 
Vatican, whether it was true that, within the Sistine Chapel arrange- 
ments were made to drain the Pope of urine even while he was 
celebrating mass.'?7 

In May 1931 the Fascist regime banned Catholic Action youth 
organisations and Pius XI replied with a stern encyclical with the 
meaningful title Non abbiamo bisogno (We have no need). According to 
their most recent historian, ‘Italo-Vatican relations [now] reached an 
all time low’.® Perhaps the dispute was more superficial than 
profound, however, since Pius XI and Mussolini and their advisers 
knew that the Lateran Pacts had been a good business deal for both 
Church and State. By the end of summer a compromise had been 
reached, with Mussolini acknowledging that he was ‘well disposed to 
the Church playing a greater part in the organisation of the regime’ ."9 
Papal Secretary of State Pacelli, who was to become Pius XII in 1939 
and was already identified by De Vecchi as a prelate of promise and 
sympathy, was reported to be ‘radiant’ at the news.%° In February 
1932 Mussolini, despite fears that he was ‘going to Canossa’ or, worse, 
seeming to go to Canossa,8" made a formal visit to the Vatican. 
Although some churchmen and some Fascists were more suspicious 
than others, Mussolini and Pius XI accepted that church and state 
shared enough in their views of the social and gender order at home 
and in regard to Malta, the USSR and a number of other issues abroad 
for accommodation to remain the best policy. Fascism, the Pope said, 
stood for ‘order, authority and discipline; none of them contrary to 
Catholic ways of thinking’. 

The party and its role in the further construction of the Corporate 
State were other areas to occupy the Duce, since wrangling among his 
underlings had scarcely ended."3 The fall of Turati was followed by a 
curious interregnum in which, from October 1930 to December 1931, 
the Party secretaryship was held by Giovanni Giuriati.34 The new 
secretary came from a background in border nationalism;"5 he had 
joined the Fascists in 1921 after being elected a deputy. Intelligent and 
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activist, Giuriati later claimed that he was troubled by Mussolini's 
increasing isolation and his evident superficiality — Giuriati was unim- 
pressed when Mussolini said he read thirty-five newspapers each day 
(or at least their headlines and editorial conclusions).%° Giuriati also 
found it annoying that Mussolini wanted ‘the people to believe that he 
not only conducted the orchestra but also played all the major instru- 
ments’,87 even while, in private conversation, he was most alert when 
regaled with the details of the latest scandal involving a Fascist.3* 
(Mussolini may have enjoyed a straightforward telephone tap of a 
conversation between Farinacci and General Zoppi of the Ministry of 
War which reached him in October 1932: 


Farinacci: ‘I have a brother who is about to take the exam to be 
promoted to captain...’ 

Zoppi : ‘Your brother won't run any risks. Leave it to me. I'll fix it! 
Farinacci: “We'll have to do it quickly, Zoppi, because the exams are 
already starting.’ 

Zoppi: ‘I'll fix it.’ 

Farinacci: ‘Thanks.’)39 


This almost salacious observing of scandals carried a hint of actual 
political weakness (rather as Lusignoli had suggested in 1927). When 
Giuriati planned a serious purge of the corrupt and non-believing 
from the PNF,“° Mussolini told him cynically: ‘T’ll put up a monument 
to you if you manage to get rid of as many as ten thousand’.™" Giuriati 
was similarly frustrated when he tried to extend party control over the 
armed forces. On most issues he found the Duce obstructing his 
plans to give greater ‘reality’ to the Fascist revolution and he claimed 
to have been glad when his resignation was accepted." Certainly, he 
was not one of those Fascists who returned to office. 

Giuriati was replaced by Achille Starace, a Southerner who, a 
generation after the war, was allegedly still honoured in his home 
town of Gallipoli as ‘Don Achille’.*44 Starace’s more common notoriety 
springs from Mussolini’s comment to Arpinati that he had fixed on 
Starace since he was ‘a cretin, but an obedient one’. Certainly 
Starace was another Fascist around whose family, and especially whose 
brothers, rumours of rich and illicit deals multiplied. He boasted great 
military achievement in Ethiopia in 1935-36,“° but his brutality 
dismayed his more gentlemanly Fascist colleagues — he was alleged to 
have shot prisoners out of hand, alternating their hearts and their 
genitals as his targets.” De Felicean historians have been less dismis- 
sive about him than has been the convention, underlining, for 
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example, his experience in the party (he was Vice-Secretary, 1921-23; 
1926-31) and his nearness to the moderate but believing Fascists of 
Milan, whose most public figure was Arnaldo Mussolini.%4® Starace 
took pains to distance himself from Farinacci, telling Mussolini that 
the ras of Cremona, reported to be still critical of aspects of Mussolini's 
rule, was ‘an individual who had completely lost the plot’.4° Starace 
would make the party more populist — by autumn 1931 Mussolini had 
taken to declaring that now was the moment ‘to go decisively towards 
the people’%° — and vastly expand its membership (from 825 000 in 
1931 to 2 million in 1937). Starace became identified with the evolu- 
tion of the choreography of the regime and the deepening effort to 
detach the Duce’s image from any base in reality. On 12 December 1931 
Starace instituted the ritual Saluto al Duce (Salute to the Duce) at the 
start of all meetings.’ 

This promulgation of a newly reverent (and absurd) liturgy coin- 
cided with tragedy in Mussolini's family life. On 21 December Arnaldo 
died suddenly of a stroke, aged 46. He had been ailing since the death 
from leukaemia in August 1930 of his eldest son, Sandro, whom he 
sorely missed. Mussolini, who, in Rome, may just have received 
moral uplift through a respectful visit from Mahatma Gandhi," 
rushed to his brother’s death-bed and spent the night of 22 December 
watching over the corpse and shedding what he would say were bitter 
and copious tears.%5 He soon composed a solemn memoir of his 
brother,5° and the book and Arnaldo were duly hymned by the press. 
Even La Vita Italiana, which was now directly linked to Farinacci’s 
newspaper interests,57 remembered to eulogise Arnaldo, expert jour- 
nalist, Fascist man of action and perfect brother.®® 

Actually Arnaldo played another role in the Duce’s life, receiving, as 
he reported in May 1930, ‘an infinity of people who beg favours, 
subsidies and recommendations from me’.59 Arnaldo was, at I] Popolo 
d’Italia and in Milan, city of the stock market, his brother’s man of 
business. Just before his death, Arnaldo endorsed the choice of 
Starace for the secretaryship on the grounds that he was ‘frank, open, 
loyal ... a soldier who knows how to obey without mental reserve’, a 
Fascist well regarded by the Milan which mattered.%° Mussolini 
would badly miss his brother and, despite the praise, Starace proved 
no substitute. 

Although a mindless populism had taken hold as the recipe for the 
decade, in Critica Fascista Bottai continued to suggest that debate had 
not been outlawed in Fascist Italy. ‘Mussolini’, he noted, ‘has sole 
responsibility for the great acts of the regime but he is not the 
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guarantor of every deed, every initiative, every opinion which germi- 
nates within Fascism.’™ As a follow-up article explained, there was no 
contradiction between discipline and discussion so long as the latter 
did not become too metaphysical." Critica Fascista itself fostered 
debate about the meaning of art. Of greater potential radicalism was 
their appraisal of the USSR, which journalist Bruno Spampanato urged 
was a state that should be assessed with ‘Fascist clarity’ rather than 
just being demonised."*3 Bottai, who in the past had contemplated 
whether Fascism could be a ‘permanent revolution’, was still confi- 
dent that the Fascist party must evolve, and do so in a creative way." 

It is doubtful whether Mussolini was much impressed by such 
lucubrations. Was it now that he decided that Bottai had the mentality 
of someone who ‘read too many paperbacks’? After all, who could 
out-think Mussolini? It was, indeed, in July 1932 that Mussolini 
published under his name, but with the assistance of philosopher 
Giovanni Gentile, an entry summarising the ‘Doctrine of Fascism’ for 
the new national Encyclopedia.” The authors emphasised the ‘spiri- 
tuality’ of Fascism and its endorsement of the idea that ‘man’ 
improved himself only through struggle. A totalitarian intent was 
reaffirmed. Individual freedom was a delusion; reality only entered 
through dedication to the state. Fascism was as anti-liberal as it had 
been anti-socialist. It believed war fostered moral grandeur and 
proclaimed that Italy must continue to expand. An empire must be 
constructed. In sum, Fascism was ‘the characteristic doctrine of our 
time’. The future belonged to it. 

_ As revelatory of the Duce’s thought as the Decennale approached 
was a Set of interviews which Mussolini granted in March—April 1932 
to the journalist, Emil Ludwig (eventually labelled ‘a dirty and preten- 
tious Jew’, after Mussolini decided belatedly that he did not like what 
Ludwig had recorded).* Ludwig contended that ‘in conversation 
Mussolini is the most natural man in the world’, and his Mussolini 
spoke more personally and less intellectually that the Mussolini of the 
Encyclopedia article, impressing Ludwig who called him a great 
statesman, good humoured and a master of detail.’ Perhaps with the 
prospect of the Decennale on his mind, Mussolini discussed a Fascist 
liturgy: ‘Every revolution creates new forms, new myths, and new 
rites; and the would-be revolutionist, while using old traditions, must 
refashion them. He must create new festivals, new gestures, new 
forms.’ However, Mussolini's summary of Fascism was neither 
taxing nor pretentious: ‘When, recently, a Finnish thinker asked me to 
expound to him the significance of fascism in one sentence, I wrote: 
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“Life must not be taken easily.’ As was so often his habit, Mussolini, 
smoothing the way with his interlocutor, denied that races existed, 
arguing anyway that ‘national pride has no need of the delirium of 
race’. He even contended properly that a good ruler should cling to 
a sense of compassion towards a weak and sinful human kind. 
Ludwig noticed that, when Mussolini was asked to talk more inti- 
mately about himself, he changed the subject, going no further than to 
state that ‘fundamentally I have always been alone’.*” 

It was neither to Ludwig nor the readers of the Encyclopedia but 
rather to an old friend that Mussolini, around this time, confessed that 
he found the Italians endlessly ‘contradictory’.'7 Could such a people 
really be dragooned into being the adepts of a new, totalitarian, polit- 
ical religion, especially if their leader himself remained a sceptic in his 
heart? This question hinted at some bafflement lurking in the Duce’s 
mind about the nature of power. Mussolini’s own evident surviving 
doubts suggest that the Decennale was an event that can be read in 
more than one way. There were ceremonies enough to satisfy any 
student of webs of significance and any believer in the primacy of 
words and images.'”? However, there was also much that was deliber- 
ately superficial about the great celebration. Other regimes had known 
something about bread and circuses. The developing world of capi- 
talist consumerism understood rather more about hegemonic 
propaganda than Mussolini did. In fact, Italian state finances were not 
doing so well; at least a million were unemployed, real wages were 
down, the Corporate State remained largely on the drawing board,'7® 
and experts were beginning to argue about the ideal level of state 
interference in the economy.*7? But the Decennale was not scheduled to 
be a time of analysis of what Fascism had done and what it should do. 
Instead it was to be a celebration of the Duce and only of him. As one 
of the senior journalists of the regime summed up the message of ten 
years of Fascist rule, ‘the new Italy is called Mussolini’ after its ‘infal- 
lible Chief’; ‘the Exhibition of the Revolution is Him: Mussolini’ .*° 
Another major writer of the regime declared that now ‘an imaginary 
Mussolini operates in the minds and hearts of the people as much as 
the facts do’. ‘The name of Mussolini’, he added in explanation, ‘is 
known everywhere ... as a synonym of power and perfection.”™ 
Mussolini, said a more provincial commentator, was by now 
‘omnipresent’ in the world." 

The massive displays, the fervent eulogies, the apparent solidity of 
the regime at home and abroad, might seem sufficient to chuff any 
politician. But happiness and satisfaction continued to elude Benito 
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Mussolini. The line between power and impotence remained blurred. 
Moreover, Arnaldo was dead. Correspondence with Edda after her 
marriage on 24 April 1930 — the event was much trumpeted though the 
actual ceremony was held in the modest San Giuseppe, the parish 
church nearest the Villa Torlonia'®3 — the birth of Fabrizio, his first 
grandchild, on 1 October 1931,"4 and the move of his sister, Edvige, to 
Rome in September 19325 offered only feeble compensation. As he 
approached his fiftieth birthday, Mussolini was reminded by his 
whitening hair that most of the Mussolinis did not make old bones, 
and the banning of any discussion of his age in the press scarcely got 
around the problem. Only the propaganda of the regime hid the fact 
that the Duce was facing a mid-life crisis. In 1933, the unlikely duo of 
Adolf Hitler and Claretta Petacci were to enter his life, never to leave it 
until he was dead. 
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The challenge of Adolf Hitler, 
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N 30 January 1933 Adolf Hitler, Fiihrer of the National Socialist 

German Workers Party (NSDAP), acceded to the Chancellorship of 
Germany. It was a momentous event. However banal most of his ideas, 
however tedious his personality and however erratic his work prac- 
tices, Hitler in office at once altered the unspoken assumptions which 
underpinned life in Europe and the way diplomatic business was 
transacted there. One person drastically affected by the change in 
German leadership was Benito Mussolini. 

As has been noted, towards the end of his life Mussolini would 
wonder whether a future constitutional Duce should rule for 14 years 
or 10.‘ Unwilling, like many an old politician, to abandon a jot or tittle 
of even imaginary power, Mussolini opted for the longer period. 
However, had he thought harder perhaps he should have chosen two 
five-year terms for a Duce. After all, had this rule been applied to 
himself, he could have retired on 28 October 1932, no doubt with the 
grand and petty failures of a dictatorship on his record, with its 
repression of social and political liberty and with a terrible death toll 
in Libya to explain away. His responsibility for the tyrannies and casu- 
alties of his regime had not been total, and he might have entered 
history as a figure of some light and some darkness, a man who had 
scarcely benefited his people as a whole but had at least administered 
them for a decade without committing too many unforgivable crimes. 
From 30 January 1933 things were to be different. Fascist Italy’s rela- 
tionship with Nazi Germany was to be the prime reason why the 
Furies came for the Duce in 1943-45, and the most obvious, if not 
perhaps the most powerful, justification for his damning? in most 
subsequent historiography. 

In our de-ideologised present, some analysts are inclined to discount 
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the model of fascism. They reject that interpretation of the interwar era 
which once confidently linked the Nazi and Fascist regimes, each seen 
as a version of ‘nationalist socialism’, especially designed to thwart the 
appeal of internationalist, Marxist, socialism. Renzo De Felice led the 
way in avowing that Fascism and Nazism were radically different 
regimes, socially, culturally and even in foreign policy. In his view, 
Fascists always looked to the future and were driven by a fundamental 
optimism, absent among the Nazis.3 These arguments are as may be, 
though it is very hard to believe that the Fascist Mussolini was any kind 
of optimist. But what matters most in a review of the last 12 years of 
his power is that, from 1933, Mussolini could less and less deny the 
appearance of a linkage between his Italy and the new Germany. In the 
world beyond the two dictatorships, his contemporaries assumed almost 
automatically that the Fascist and Nazi systems were akin. 

The inescapability of this assumption in turn brought new insecu- 
rity to Italian Fascism and its place in the world. Irritation, imitation, 
evasion, each became imbricated into Mussolinian Italy’s relationship 
with Hitlerian Germany. The one position which was impossible was 
to ignore the fact that something bearing a resemblance to the regime 
in Rome had taken root in Berlin and, with every passing day, was 
more evidently activist and fanatical, ready and willing to do what 
Fascists promised they would do, and do it now. As the decade of the 
1930s passed, the glow of Nazi success lit up the edifice of Fascism 
and, to the careful onlooker, exposed the cracks in Mussolini's 
construction. 

There were matters which cloaked this reality. A significant one was 
Hitler’s own language. From the beginning of his political career, 
Hitler admired the Italian Duce, was flattered when commentators 
compared the two men,‘ ever hopeful that Mussolini would deign to 
offer a subsidy or grant a meeting.» Some contact between the two 
movements had existed even before the March on Rome and, immedi- 
ately thereafter, Mussolini was told that the Nazis’ plan was ‘in great 
part taken from the Italian Fascio. To restore the authority of the state; 
to abolish strikes, corruption and waste; to cut the bureaucracy. In a 
word to restore order. This is their programme’.® 

The failure of the Beer Hall Putsch and Hitler’s consequent impris- 
onment undermined schemes for further collaboration. To an Italian 
mind, the Nazis blurred into but one of a promiscuous group of 
European rightist petitioners seeking funds and favour, scarcely likely 
to emerge from the ruck and master history in the way the Fascists 
asserted that they had done. In so far as Mussolini himself was 
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concerned, there is no reason to believe that he had any special tender- 
ness for the infant NSDAP, while, in the pages of Critica Fascista, the 
prominent Triestine political commentator Attilio Tamaro sharply 
separated Italian Fascism from its alleged German admirers. The Anti- 
Semitic hakenkreuzler movement, he warned, was monarchist, 
revanchist and pan-German, while its obsession with the Jews was in 
bad taste and politically stupid. Hitler may have tried to urge that the 
Alto Adige (Siid Tirol) should be left to Italy, Tamaro acknowledged, 
but the rest of his followers had overwhelmed him with their hostility. 
The plain truth was that this sort of German Right would never give 
up its desire for Italian territory.’ 

The majority of this Right, like the majority of the Nazi movement 
after 1933, had three main reasons to be suspicious of Italy. Their racial 
theory led them to believe that Italians belonged to the 
‘Mediterranean’ race, allegedly the third and worst of the blood 
groups who coagulated in Europe. Taking matters beyond the 
extreme, Anton Drexler, one of the founders of National Socialism, 
announced that Mussolini was ‘probably’ a Jew and diagnosed 
Fascism as a Jewish movement.® Other, less dotty, Germans nonethe- 
less knew that Italians, given their racial weakness, were likely to be 
fickle and feckless, corrupt and corrupting. Such deplorable qualities 
had, in this view, been fully confirmed by the events of the First 
World War. Then, Italy, although legally tied to the Triple Alliance, 
had betrayed its Germanic partners to fight on the Entente side. Being 
a traitor and being Italian went together. Additionally, Italians were, 
by definition, bad soldiers, a failing they disgracefully demonstrated 
at Caporetto (just as they had done during the Risorgimento, when 
they had purloined territory better ruled by Germans). Finally, Italy, 
another of the grasping victors at Versailles, had seized purely 
Germanic soil in the South Tyrol, as well as the port of Trieste, a city 
which geopolitics meant to be the Germanic outlet to the southern 
seas. When one matter was added to another, German Nationalists had 
almost as many reasons to plot the downfall of Italy as they had to plan 
the demise of Czechoslovakia or Poland. Hitler alone was different. 
Fanatically driven by Anti-Semitism, Anti-Communism and Anti- 
Slavism, Hitler had no room among his prejudices to be Anti-Italian as 
well. Ready to worship the ‘incomparable’ Mussolini? and, simultane- 
ously, to delight artistically (from a distance) in the ‘blue skies’ and 
cultural heritage of Italy, the Fiihrer of the NSDAP was not a simple or 
usual Nationalist. 

For much of the 1920s the enthusiast for a bond between Fascism 
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and National Socialism was therefore Hitler, and Hitler alone. In the 
origins of the Axis, the individual did matter, and it might be agreed 
that Hitler was the first explanation why Italy and Germany fought the 
Second World War as allies (even if, as shall be seen, neither leader 
really understood the other’s war). In Mein Kampf, for example, Hitler 
argued that geopolitics destined Italy to be Francophobe and so a 
potential ally of Germany.” Giving the lie to Tamaro’s suspicions, 
Hitler continued stubbornly to argue that his friends should accept 
that the ‘reconquest of the South Tyrol ... [is] impossible’. 
Nationalists who disagreed, he contended, were being led astray by 
the Jews." In every matter, he stated, Fascism was on the correct ideo- 
logical line. Its attacks on Freemasonry, the supra-national press and 
Marxism were directed, however ‘unconsciously’, against ‘the three 
main weapons of the Jews’. Almost alone of Germans, in 1926-27 
Hitler did not complain about the Italianisation policies in the Alto 
Adige, pursued with Mussolini's personal endorsement® and with that 
Fascist method well defined as the policy of ‘open conflicts openly 
arrived at’.’4 In his Secret Book, prepared in 1928, Hitler reiterated his 
advocacy of an Italian alliance. Indeed the work began with a state- 
ment about the need to approve Fascist rule of the South Tyrol, in the 
interests of winning an Italian alliance against France.® Imperial 
Germany, Hitler added, had committed a fundamental error in concen- 
trating on its ties with the moribund Habsburg empire and so in 
ignoring the more promising Italy."* How much clearer the situation 
was now, he urged, when Italy was benefiting from the guidance of 
that ‘brilliant statesman’, Benito Mussolini.’ 

Later, during the Second World War, in those rambling conversa- 
tions recorded as his ‘table talk’, Hitler admitted that he had framed 
his programme in 1919 without knowing about the Fasci. However, he 
quickly added: ‘Don’t suppose that events in Italy had no influence on 
us. The brown shirt would probably not have existed without the 
black shirt. The March on Rome, in 1922, was one of the turning 
points in history.’ Ian Kershaw dates Hitler’s conversion to the idea 
that he was a Fihrer to the time shortly after the March on Rome, and 
believes that the image of the Duce was partially plagiarised by the 
leader of the still tiny and fractious NSDAP.” 

Hitler’s determination to be friends did eventually catch the eye of 
Italian experts. In 1927 an Italian diplomat stationed in Munich drew 
his superiors’ attention to the way Hitler stood out among the German 
Right in his praise of Italy.’ Hitler, he reported, ‘ended up by saying 
that, confronted by a petulant and aggressive France, Italy and 
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Germany must be indissolubly united’." As a result, at the villa of his 
own good friend Frau Bechstein in Berlin, Hitler met an Italian jour- 
nalist who heard the Fiihrer predict that the NSDAP, which seemed to 
be languishing politically as the Weimar regime moved towards 
greater prosperity and stability, was destined before long to advance 
to centre stage. A new crisis, Hitler prophesied, would be bound;to 
strike Germany, and then his hour would come.” 

Sure enough, from 1928 the Nazis began to emerge as serious 
contenders in Weimar electoral politics and the Italians fitfully took 
notice (though their more direct contacts were with the para-military 
Heimwehr in Austria,2 whose anti-communism, anti-socialism and 
anti-parliamentarism they could endorse without fears that an eventu- 
ally rightist Austria would one day pursue irredentist policies towards 
Italy in the way that a rightist Germany might do). In May 1929 the 
Vienna correspondent of I/ Popolo d’Italia met Hitler and was 
impressed by him, even believing that the Nazi movement had moder- 
ated its Anti-Semitism. The Nazis would limit themselves to reviewing 
the civil rights of Zionist Jews, he predicted. On his part, Hitler had 
pledged his determination ‘to create in the [German] people sympathy 
for Mussolini and Italy’. The Fiihrer, alert to what he viewed as 
mistaken Italian priorities, also took the occasion to dismiss the 
Heimwehr as ‘too bourgeois’. The journalist was impressed and 
reported to Rome: ‘Hitler is anything other than the clown depicted 
by his enemies.’ His passion and conviction rather suggested that ‘he 
is a man apt to win over the masses’ .”4 

The news was registered by the Fascist government that the Nazis 
were becoming the most significant party of the German Right. As the 
elections to be held in September 1930 approached, agents — notably 
Major Giuseppe Renzetti, then president of the Italian Chamber of 
Commerce in Berlin but later to be inducted as a reliable Fascist into 
the diplomatic service — predicted gains for the Right, though without 
at first much distinguishing between Hugenberg, the Stahlhelm and 
the Nazis.*> Gerarchia, a journal meant to speak for the Duce himself, 
reported the Nazi’s winning of 107 seats under the heading ‘Hitler’s 
triumph’ and declared him ‘partially fascist’, proof that ‘the fascist 
idea is moving ahead in the world’. The tone was not simply celebra- 
tory, however. The Nazi rise was ‘full of warning’ for the world, the 
account continued, since it signalled a full German return to power 
politics. The Austrian Hitler would be sure to raise the Anschluss 
issue.° 

More secret contacts with the Nazis, still at a relatively junior level 
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in the Fascist hierarchy, gave similarly mixed messages. Hitler 
continued to flatter every Italian he met, telling another journalist 
from II Popolo d'Italia that he accepted that Fascism was not for export 
but only in a ‘technical sense’, since ‘the general concept behind it has 
international value’. Hitler, the reporter wrote, went out of his way to 
acknowledge the primacy of Italian Fascism, but, he added, ‘the same 
cannot be said about some people near him’.??7 German events retained 
a perplexing side. As if to underline the matter, in May 1931 Grandi 
explained to his chief: ‘One day the Anschluss will happen. Unity is 
the law of many races but especially it is the law of the German race. 
In so far as Italy is concerned, the task is to delay the inevitable 
process as long as possible.’ In ‘a generation’, Grandi thought, Italy 
could ‘resolve the problem of the Alto Adige’ and reinforce its inter- 
ests along the Danube. Then it might be able to cope with an expanded 
Germany.”® 

But the Europe of the 1930s, with its tumult and stress, was not 
going to wait for a generation. Even though Mussolini, with his 
continuing preference for domestic issues, would on one occasion 
minute jokingly: “The Fascist regime wishes — if possible — to live in 
peace with all States, even including the Vatican City State’,*? he could 
not ignore Hitler. Berlin was ever more the focus of the gathering 
storm. Symbolising the unusual nature of any dealings with the Nazis, 
Renzetti now became Mussolini's private, extracurricular, contact 
with Hitler and Goering, meeting the Nazi chiefs on a regular basis, 
reporting straight to the Duce and evading the orthodox diplomatic 
channels. Yet, for all the unorthodoxy of the method, the character of 
Fascist—Nazi relations did not alter much. Hitler stressed his admira- 
tion for Mussolini and his determination to ally with Italy.3° Mussolini 
graciously accepted words of homage from the German leader and 
passed on advice — for example, in November 1931 warning Hitler 
against allowing possible coalition partners to distract him from the 
rigour of his own beliefs and policies.** There was frequent reference 
to Hitler’s desire to meet the Duce face to face, but, whether from the 
Italian or the German part, the meeting was always postponed. 
Nonetheless, as Hitler promised fulsomely in October 1932, once he 
got into power: ‘National Socialist Germany and Fascist Italy will be 
friends for tens and tens of years or at least until I die.’ 

The Italian press approved the rise of the Nazis, though not uncrit- 
ically. In a cultural—political monthly entitled Augustea, Franco 
Ciarlantini admitted that it used to be said that Fascism was not for 
export, but criticised those who ‘did not interpret Mussolini's thought 
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intelligently’ .34 ‘To think, as many do, that Italy can remain with its 
Fascist organisation only a silent example of discipline, will and power 
is an illusion and, worse, an anti-social wish which we do not 
approve’ .35 It was true that Hitler had an inspirationally life-sized bust 
of Mussolini in the Braun Haus at Munich, and Italians must view the 
expansion of their ideals with joy, in the prospect of a continuing 
spread of Fascist influence in ‘Europe and the world’ .3° Another jour- 
nalist agreed that the Nazis’ entry to government should be applauded 
as an Italian triumph, a demonstration that Fascism was at one and the 
same time ‘the Italian revolution and a universal doctrine’ .37 

Most accounts carried somewhere in their lines a hint of lingering 
concern, nonetheless. Even Farinacci suggested that it would be 
‘perilous’ to assume too automatically that the Nazi and Fascist move- 
ments were identical, just as once before it had been a mistake to be 
too. approving of Primo De Rivera’s rule in Spain. When, in the 
November 1932 elections, the Nazis temporarily suffered an electoral 
setback, Farinacci was happy, declaring complacently that it was not 
easy to make a revolution, enjoying the idea of the Nazis falling at the 
last hurdle.3® 

Other articles in La Vita Italiana were more predictably delighted at 
the rise of Anti-Semites to power in Germany.+? However, the majority 
of Italian commentators remained troubled by the evidence of Nazi 
fanaticism on the ‘Jewish question’. The cliché held that Anti- 
Semitism was a foreign import — Enciclopedia Italiana in 1932 notably 
failed to endorse German ideas on race. Some commentators did not 
hesitate to argue that the Nazis were going too far and that their Anti- 
Semitism corroded what might otherwise have been positive features 
of their creed. Asvero Gravelli, an enthusiast for the universality of 
fascism, called Italian Fascists ‘the protestants of the religion of race. 
We deny this faith and believe rather in the reality of facts and not in 
a presupposed reality which does not correspond to the truth’.2° A 
more common position was held by Renzetti who, in Gerarchia, 
explained away Nazi Anti-Semitism as the product of specific features 
of German history. Renzetti predicted that, in office, the Nazis would 
be bound to moderate on the race matter, since they would have so 
many more serious issues to confront.” When, shortly after January 
1933, the Nazis began to persecute the Jews, Mussolini, perhaps coun- 
selled by Renzetti, averred in I/ Popolo d’Italia that events should not 
be taken out of context, suggesting that easy moralising was to be 
avoided. No country was perfect, the Duce contended sagely. 
Mussolini also hindered attempts by his new Under-Secretary for 
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4 Mussolini, May 1923, at the first session of the conference of the National 
Alliance for Votes for Women 


5 Rachele and Edvige Mussolini, the Duce’s wife and sister, looking 
respectable at Predappio, 1925 
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7 Mussolini, April 1926, en route to Libya, but with the sticking plaster 
still on his nose after the assassination attempt of Violet Gibson 
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8 The Rocca delle Caminate, the Mussolini ‘heritage’ castle above 
Predappio 


9 Edda Mussolini saluting at her marriage with Galeazzo Ciano, in the 
lovely spring of 1930 


11 Mussolini being 
ceremonious at Rome for 
Fascist Boy Scouts, 

June 1934 


10 Mussolini 
(with visibly 
whitening hair) 
meeting the 
British Prime 
Minister Ramsay 
MacDonald, 
March 1933 
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14 Statue of Mussolini carved near Adowa, 
15 Mussol 


16 Party Secretary Starace orating fearsomely at Addis Ababa, 1937 
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18 Mussolini at his desk | 


19 A small child from the Romagna saluting the Duce 
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21 Mussolini showing British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain the 
arms collection at the Palazzo Venezia 


22 Mussolini visiting Rome University, 1942 


23 Mussolini greeted by his son Vittorio in Germany, September 1943 
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24 Mussolini on his last speaking visit to Milan, December 1944 


25 Mussolini’s corpse, photographed lying almost on top of his mistress, 
carrying sceptre-like a Fascist gagliardetto 


26 The corpses of Mussolini and his mistress Claretta Petacci strung 
upside down in the Piazzale Loreto, Milan 


27 The Mussolini crypt in Predappio 
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The challenge of Adolf Hitler, 1932-1934 


Foreign Affairs, the Triestine and Germanophobe Fulvio Suvich, to 
curtail the work of Renzetti and restrict German-Italian relations to 
diplomatic networks alone.® At the same time, Mussolini wrote 
privately to Hitler warning that ‘egregious’ Anti-Semitism was 
fuelling foreign criticism and hampering the progress of the Nazi revo- 
lution.*4 He also told Bottai with some animus in July 1933 that it was 
time the Germans really understood ‘our order and our doctrine’; once 
they had grasped Italian Fascism they ‘might be convinced that they 
have nothing to invent’.45 Glimpses of the Duce’s own line on the new 
Germany showed it to be as ambiguous as was the varied commentary 
in the Fascist press on the matter. 

What, then, was Mussolini’s own attitude to race, now that the 
racial issue was becoming so central to debates about European poli- 
tics? It is true that a trawl through his numerous speeches and state- 
ments can harvest a certain amount of Anti-Semitism.4° Moreover, he, 
the censor of so many newspapers, did not stop the publication of La 
Vita Italiana or end Preziosi’s tirades against the Jews. On occasion, 
his regime expressed major doubts about Zionism and its alleged 
requirement that Italian Jews craft ‘double loyalties’.4’7 He was simi- 
larly not above private complaints about the number of Jews 
(Catholics and Anti-Fascists) to be found in Italian universities. 
However, there is scarce evidence that the Duce held views on any 
aspect of the Jewish question which were not shared by other mem- 
bers of the Italian ruling elite. He regularly repeated his scepticism 
about the claims of racial science; in fact, he maintained, ‘race is 
rather a vague entity given the numerous mixing which has occurred 
over the centuries’.49 Indeed, when the Duce and Pope met in 
February 1932, it was the Pontiff who was the more openly racist. In 
Pius XI’s opinion, all the troubles of the Church, in the USSR, Mexico 
and the new Spanish republic, were ‘underpinned by the Anti- 
Christian spirit of Judaism. When I was in Warsaw’ (as Papal Nunzio 
in 1920), he went on, ‘I saw that all the bolshevik regiments, all the 
male and female commissars, were Jewish’. In case his listener 
blanched at what almost sounded like sentiments drawn from the 
pages of La Vita Italiana, the Pope at once added: ‘In Italy, however, 
the Jews are an exception’.*° 

It was true that, in his Ascension Day speech and on many other 
occasions, Mussolini had urged that demography should become the 
fulcrum of his regime’s social programmes (even if the national birth- 
rate actually continued to fall).* No doubt, too, he expatiated 
frequently on the need to educate a Fascist people in warlike values; 
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only the stern, fit, upstanding and united were ready for empire. 
Mussolini very much saw himself as the Duce of ‘one Italy’. Yet, to his 
way of thinking, the union of Italians was forged by the will to be 
Italian, and not by the invisible effects of blood. Mussolini would 
never be a ‘scientific’ racist, and probably never understood just how 
purist Hitler and the rest of the Nazis were on the issue. One reason for 
the confusion was the fact that, deeply set into his mind, was the belief 
that people were indeed distinguished one from another and that some 
were undoubtedly ‘inferior’. Like the great majority of interwar 
Europeans, Mussolini assumed without saying so that extra- 
European peoples, especially blacks and other coloured groups, were 
‘uncivilised’ and stood at the bottom of any hierarchy of achievement 
or prospect. 

When it came to assessing the more familiar world, Mussolini’s 
racism was of the kind still parroted at many a club bar or on many a 
phone-in radio programme (he would have made a good talk-back 
host). This is a racism which, with a ready assumption of knowledge 
where knowledge is lacking, swiftly sketches an unflattering portrait 
of a national type. For Mussolini, ‘democracy for Slavs was like alcohol 
for blacks’ .53 The ‘racial delirium’ of the German nationalists was hard 
to comprehend; however, they did have the excuse of innumerable 
‘Slavs’ on their border.*4 None the less, he told a visitor in May 1940, 
the Germans were natural ‘sadists’.>> England was damp and grey and 
the English formal and repressed, too phlegmatic for their own good.*° 
The Americans were rapacious and yet to become fully civilised;%’ 
their capitalist puritanism was riven by hypocrisy.>* The French were 
perfidious, arrogant and a prey to their stomachs.5? Moreover, every- 
thing was arranged in a hierarchy (though its ordering could always 
fluctuate): 


With a Frenchman [Mussolini was talking to a French journalist], we 
Italians can at once speak with full confidence and comprehension; 
with an Englishman, we must make quite an effort to understand and 
be understood; with a German, the difference deepens further, and a 
real abyss separates us from a Russian. 


At the same time, the negativities of most of these views could easily 
enough be reversed. Russians could be stubbornly brave, Americans 
entrepreneurial and entertaining,” the French cultured. As for the 
Jews, it was clear that they were not automatically barbarous in the 
way that blacks and Arabs were deemed to be; they were ‘European’. 
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Mostly they were good people, especially if they were Italian. As 
Mussolini stated in 1932, local Jews ‘have always behaved well as citi- 
zens and fought courageously as soldiers’ .® 

The Jews were not the only inhabitants of the country about 
whom Mussolini liked to pronounce. In his mind, unchanging cul- 
tural types may well have been more common within Italy than out- 
side and the accompanying hierarchy all the easier to see. Despite 
his proclaimed efforts to nationalise the Italian people and even 
while he knew automatically that one Italian was worth ‘three’ for- 
eigners,“4 Mussolini did not hesitate to talk about a Genoese ‘race’,® 
a Piedmontese people (whom he wanted to breed faster — he was 
speaking to a Piedmontese), and the timeless virtue of his ‘own 
people’ of the Romagna. In his opinion, Venetians could not help 
being Venetian.®* Further south, racial or cultural groups could also 
be found, though their behaviour might be less praiseworthy. ‘The 
Florentines’ were trouble-makers by nature; their Fascism was given 
to mutiny and dissent because it was Florentine.®? Neapolitans were 
feckless and undisciplined, and nothing could be done to amend 
their failings, which were primordial;7° in 1936, Mussolini suggested 
one day organising a ‘March on Naples’ so he could ‘sweep away 
guitars, mandolins, violins, folk-singers etc.’7" Once again, these 
assumptions were not original — after Senise succeeded Bocchini as 
Chief of Police, Ciano, maximising every northern cliché about a 
man from the south, summed up the new Police Chief as ‘a 
Neapolitan, a queer mixture of intelligence and ignorance; he fol- 
lows his natural instincts and is a black-mailer; fundamentally he is 
easy going, a chatter-box, superficial and a gesticulator’.”” Mussolini, 
like almost all Italians, believed that not all the inhabitants of his 
country were Italian in the way that he was; that conclusion was 
very likely the strongest part of his ‘racial’ credo. In so far as his 
dealings with the Nazis went, the problem was that his racial under- 
standing was both voluntarist and nuanced, two ideas which radi- 
cally separated him and other Italians from the racial utopia 
planned, in Nazi eyes ‘scientifically’, by the terrible simplifiers of 
Berlin. 

In the practice of diplomacy with the new Germany, Italy tried to 
take the lead. The initial plan was to frame a ‘Four Power Pact’, or 
Patto Mussolini as it was frequently called in Italy,73 to be signed 
between Britain, France, Germany and Italy. Raised by Mussolini in 
March 1933 successively with German, French and British authori- 
ties, the agreement was signed on 15 July. Overtaken by events, 
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however, it was never ratified,”4 despite Mussolini's efforts to sell it as 
an arrangement which could provide Europe with a decade’s breath- 
ing space.75 The other parties to the Pact had expressed doubts about 
it early on; in April Mussolini had expostulated to the German 
ambassador: ‘the idea started off as a boy; the English tried to turn it 
into a hermaphrodite; while, in the hands of the French, it would 
become nothing but a girl’.”° The real problem for Mussolini was, 
however, that European attention was more and more obsessed with 
Germany. The very friendly retiring British ambassador, Sir Ronald 
Graham, might stress to London his admiration for Mussolini's ‘nous’ 
and ‘guts’, his belief that the Duce’s foreign policy was ‘on the whole 
justified and useful to Europe’ and his certainty that ‘there is no false 
race-ism here, and no anti-Semitism to speak of’.’? But, in the greater 
capitals of Europe, the seeming urgency of finding the right line to 
Berlin was beginning to preclude much solicitude being wasted on 
the secondary dictator. 

In any case, for liberal democrats a number of problems were 
implicit in the Patto Mussolini. Why just four powers? Why the omis- 
sion of Poland and the USSR (or the USA and Japan)? Why, too, an 
apparent return to a Concert of Great Powers, a prospect which sat 
uneasily with the ‘new diplomacy’, learned from Woodrow Wilson 
and beloved by liberal democrat opinion, if not necessarily treasured 
in their hearts by French and British diplomats? Was Mussolini 
striking at the very idea of a League of Nations? The implication of the 
Pact was that the four Great European Powers would thereafter come 
together to review the Versailles settlement and, very likely, organise 
treaty revision, as, for example, the Congress of Berlin had, in 1878, 
managed the ‘Eastern Question’. They might therefore be expected to 
impose an arrangement on Czechoslovakia, a country which Mussolini 
was ready publicly to call a ‘hybrid abortion’,” or Lithuania, or 
Poland, without consulting the lesser powers. They also might consti- 
tute an ‘anti-communist’, anti-USSR, bloc. 

The Four Power Pact continues to have a positive image in Italian 
historiography. Rosaria Quartararo, whose work was extensively used 
by De Felice,79 has argued that sensible contemporaries viewed the 
suggestion as ‘the greatest personal triumph of the Duce’.8° Only 
purblind or Italophobe policies and attitudes wrecked the scheme, 
which, she avers, was never wholly abandoned by Mussolini and his 
advisers. Reasonably wanting Italy to be the peso determinante (deci- 
sive weight)* in a troubled Europe, right up to 1940 they half 
expected their own realism to convert others.” This conclusion is in 
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striking contrast to British interpretations which relegate the Pact to 
being a minor issue, if not proof of a malevolent early wish by the 
Duce to pave the way for a Munich-style agreement to the advantage of 
Nazi Germany. 

Yet there does seem much that is classically Italian about the Four 
Power Pact. What could be more typical of the diplomacy of the least 
of the Great Powers than a scheme which prescribed hard borders 
behind which Italy was accepted as one of them?*4 Moreover, there is 
quite a bit of evidence that the idea was not some prelude to the Axis. 
Indeed, it was during the months of the framing of the agreement that 
Mussolini assumed the role of patron of Engelbert Dollfuss, the 
diminutive Christian Social Chancellor of Austria (a man willing to 
drift towards some form of clerical fascism but a reliable opponent of 
Austrian Nazis).°5 In April 1933 Dollfuss and Mussolini met, and the 
Duce concluded: ‘Dollfuss, in spite of his miniscule size, is a man of 
ingenuity, possessed of real will. Together these qualities give a good 
impression.’*° Mussolini had by no means yet accepted that an 
Anschluss was inevitable and there is reason to believe that, as Suvich 
asserted, the Four Power Pact was directed at containing Germany 
through the tried and true methods of the old diplomacy, rather than 
at some warmongering ‘fascist’ end.§? Suvich also remembered 
Mussolini telling him bitterly around this time that he found Nazi 
racial ideas ‘a colossal joke’** (which was what Suvich thought them to 
be). 

In 1933-34 the Austrian question was not the only international 
issue over which Fascist Italy tried hard to be realistic in the tradi- 
tional sense. One of the rhetorical tropes which Mussolini, not alone in 
the twentieth century, could turn off and on at will was anti-commu- 
nism. Many admirers and imitators of the Duce thought they were 
crusading against Bolshevism, just as Fascism went on claiming it had 
done so victoriously. This ideological war, however, was by no means 
allowed to damage the bilateral relationship between Fascist Italy and 
the USSR. A new commercial agreement between the two states was 
signed in September 1933.*9 Nor had Fascist Italy rejected the idea of 
arms deals with the USSR, in 1931-32, for example, engaging in lucra- 
tive aircraft sales®® and later accepting contracts to build Soviet naval 
craft in Italian dockyards, in spite of the prospect of their ending up 
firing on Fascist Italians in Spain or elsewhere. Italian publicists were 
by no means universally convinced that the USSR was a natural enemy 
of Italy and even wondered whether Stalin was not himself transmo- 
grifying into a fascist. It is well known that, during the latter stages 
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of the Second World War, Mussolini on a number of occasions tried to 
win over Hitler to the idea of a separate peace with the USSR, so that 
the Axis could concentrate on repelling the ‘Anglo-Saxon’ menace in 
the Mediterranean. Although taken seriously by De Felice, this was 
a lunatic idea to advance to the Nazis, who were almost as committed 
to the ideal of liquidating communists and Slavs as they were to the 
‘final solution’ of the Jewish question. Mussolini’s anti-communism 
was thus comparable with his racism, in being never total. In the 
Duce’s mind no idea was so powerful that it should blind a man to 
other, better, avenues to the main chance. Not for nothing was 
Mussolini to say, in June 1933 as on other occasions, that he had been 
re-reading Machiavelli.% 

Then there were the powers outside Europe, notably the USA, 
where Franklin Roosevelt had assumed the presidency only a few 
weeks before Hitler became German Chancellor. The Fascist press 
commented frequently on the New Deal, Mussolini himself arguing 
in June 1933 that Roosevelt had dictatorial powers which exceeded his 
own,°° and there were continuing suggestions that the USA, too, was 
finding a path to fascism.” Japan, by contrast, was not yet a natural 
ally in Mussolini’s mind; rather, in January 1934 he warned about 
further Japanese penetration of China (where his son-in-law and 
daughter still represented Italy and so gave proof of Italy’s lingering 
sympathy towards Jiang Jieshi and other Chinese nationalists; might 
they, too be fascists at heart?)."°° 

While he was pondering the darkening horizon of international 
relations, Mussolini, who had celebrated his 50th birthday a fort- 
night after the signature of the Four Power Pact and who was ever 
more inclined to fib about the effects of age,"" met his last mistress. 
In September 1933 he could still write to Edda that, ‘as in your ado- 
lescence when times were tough, so today, you were and are the 
special favourite of my soul’.” Actually, by then, Edda had a female 
competitor, Claretta Petacci, born 28 February 1912 and from the 
comfortable Rome bourgeoisie (her mother claimed to be a distant 
relative of Pius XI, in whose medical service Francesco Saverio 
Petacci, Claretta’s father, worked)."°3 The 21 year old was 2 years 
younger than Edda, although her attentions would be valued rather 
more by Mussolini’s body than by his soul. The two encountered 
each other, or so the story goes, by accident, on 8 September 1933. 
Petacci, whose family was wealthy enough to have given her a sports 
car on her eighteenth birthday,’ had gone to the beach at Ostia and 
met the Duce who was driving around himself with little or no 
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escort. The young woman seized the opportunity to murmur breath- 
lessly that it had been her ‘dream’ to glimpse her leader in the flesh 
and that she had sent him her poetry, a gift which Mussolini pre- 
tended to remember." 

Within three days the predatory Duce was on the phone to her 
house, where he spoke initially to her mother, who may well have 
possessed predatory instincts of her own— the greed of the Petacci 
family became notorious. When Claretta got to the phone, Mussolini 
asked politely whether she would like to continue their conversation. 
If she did, a pass to the Palazzo Venezia was waiting. She went the next 
morning and saw the Duce in a little room he kept for naps, just off the 
Sala del Mappamondo."® It is unclear whether they had sex straight 
away;’”” De Felice says that a regular relationship between the two did 
not commence until October 1936.'°° By then Petacci had a flat in the 
Palazzo Venezia and had become a sort of maitresse en titre. She would 
arrive at 2 p.m., have a quick smoke (hiding her habit from the disap- 
proving Duce), and then make ready to greet her lover.’? Her 
telephone now began to be tapped by the regime’s assiduous police,"° 
a surveillance of which she was presumably unaware. She was accus- 
tomed to return home to mother at around 8 p.m. By 1936 she was a 
signora and not a signorina, since, in June 1934, she married Riccardo 
Federici, an officer who, in 1936, was sent as Air Attaché to Tokyo, 
where he stayed until 1945."" The wedding had occurred with all 
appearance of solemnity and the couple had been personally blessed 
by Pius XI. 

Telephone taps did not forbear to record Mussolini's conversations 
with his young friend. His amatory rhetoric remained banal: ‘T love 
you so much, so much. I don’t know why I love you like this. I only 
love you! The perfume of your kisses stuns me, kills me. When I look 
into your eyes I read to the bottom of your soul! The world vanishes 
and I forget everybody and everything.’ Moreover, as he thought a 
man must be, he was jealous; just what had she been doing that day?" 
On another occasion the power relation between the two was empha- 
sised more starkly when Claretta promised ‘Ben’ a kiss for every gift 
she had received and was told: ‘Don’t exaggerate. What you give me 
more than compensates.’"3 Rome society began to notice the affair. 
Mussolini might sweep past onlookers alert to gossip, doused in 
cologne (he preferred this traditional way of combating body odour to 
new-fangled showers)."4 Or Claretta might appear in public, there to 
suffer severe appraisal from the envious eyes of higher society dames. 
As one recalled cattily: 
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Miss Petacci, his last lady love, although she had beautiful legs and 
unbelievably small feet like her predecessors, was hardly a fitting 
companion for a chief of state. I saw her once at the opera and found 
her very attractive in a certain way. She had too many curls” and her 
make up was unnaturally heavy. Her mink coat was too big; her jewels | 
too showy; but it could not be denied that she attracted attention.”° 


Petacci must have provided some evidence that Mussolini, despite the 
ageing of his body and the continuation of his stomach pains, had not 
lost his sex appeal.”7 One observer found him at the beginning of 1934 
chubbier (the result very likely of the central place of milk in his diet), 
but full of vim."* He continued his sporting life, in January 1934 being 
much photographed ski-ing at the new Terminillo resort, high in the 
Apennines to the east of Rome” (a place destined to re-enter his life in 
1943). However, when he went home at night to the Villa Torlonia, 
Rachele and the children, life was humdrum. Guests noticed the heavy 
and ill-fitting furnishings,”° the way the Duce would repair to the 
cinema which had been installed and, on evenings off, watch 
American comedies (like most of his contemporaries, he loved Mack 
Sennett, Charlie Chaplin and Laurel and Hardy).’" Visitors also 
recalled his permanent desire to detour around family hassles. He was 
a distant father to his two older sons who, as school and police reports 
indicated, were fond of truancy, sport, fast cars and women of loose 
morals.’ When the Duce showed up once to watch Bruno play basket- 
ball (the boy had been made captain of his team), it was a big 
surprise.’3 Perhaps these were small mercies. Fabrizio Ciano remem- 
bered his more self-consciously upper-bourgeois father summoning 
him as a quite small child to interview, ordering him to stand to atten- 
tion and then slapping him in the face, just to be going on with.™4 

Both private and public life still stubbornly refused to bring 
contentment. Sex with a very much younger woman only confirmed 
Mussolini’s classical view that women were the ones who really 
enjoyed coitus. ‘Voluptuousness’, he said, ‘exalts the woman, fills her, 
satisfies her. Her poor lover was left instead ‘empty and disap- 
pointed’.5 In any case, man in general, he confided to a colleague, 
always kills what he most loves.’ 

Such bleakness was in striking contrast to Starace’s populist design 
for the Fascist party and the razzmatazz which had now become a 
perpetual part of Fascist rule. Yet, the accompanying reiteration of the 
ubiquity and omniscience, at times the godlike immanence, of the 
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Duce concealed his deepening isolation. At times he himself seemed to 
concede the limitations of charismatic ‘power’ when he remarked that 
his absolute authority imprisoned him and even confessed that he on 
occasion gave orders because it was expected that he do so rather than 
with a sense that anything would be achieved.’’ Less and less did he 
bother to summon the Grand Council — it met 106 times between 1923 
and 1929, 56 times between 1930 and 1936 and 23 times between 1937 
and 1943.’8 By the mid to late 1930s, when the Council did assemble, 
Mussolini mostly just harangued it; discussion more and more 
appeared the equivalent of treachery. 

In this atmosphere, the more independent thinkers among 
Mussolini’s henchmen were faring badly, especially whilever Starace 
determined political fashion. Balbo, at best an erratic analyst of 
anything but, if only from envy, not always quiescent before the Duce, 
was rusticated to Tripoli in January 1934, much to his own disgust.”9 
The main victim of the period was, however, Arpinati, who was 
suddenly sacked as Under-Secretary for the Interior in May 1933 (his 
replacement was Guido Buffarini Guidi, a Tuscan who was to be one of 
the stayers of the last decade of the regime and holder of the key 
Ministry of the Interior during the Salo Republic). In July 1934 
Arpinati was arrested,®° stripped of his party membership®’ and 
hustled off to confino, where he stayed until 1940.3 The downfall of 
Arpinati was the work of Starace,¥3 with the alleged backing of 
Giacomo Suardo, A.S. Benni and the business world,™4 and indicates a 
great deal about the state of the Fascist party in the mid-1930s. 

Starace told Mussolini that Arpinati, who had not forgotten his 
radical youth, had scandalously attacked corporatism and the govern- 
ment’s bailing out of banks and industries in trouble as a result of the 
depression. Arpinati had allowed the number of subscribers to Il 
Popolo d'Italia in the province of Bologna to decline to 36, despite an 
official campaign to garner 100 000. He was corrupt, guilty of nepo- 
tism and worse.35 His friends used cocaine, exploited prostitutes, 
corrupted minors, gambled to excess, and denigrated Fascist achieve- 
ment.° He had said in public that the PNF was no more than ‘a jumble 
of buffoons’. He did not mind being thought the “Black Pope’ or, 
perhaps, the ‘Stalin of Fascism’. Worst, he had openly and violently 
attacked Mussolini’s own speeches.’ 

Starace took to purging with a will, suggesting that he was the 
potential Vyshinsky or Yagoda of the Fascist regime. Just as the official 
history of the USSR stripped Bukharin and the other victims of the 
1937 purge of the capitals of their names while it reduced them to 
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‘white guard insects’, so Starace took to writing about ‘arpinati’, or his 
accomplice ‘iraci’,3* and hoped that they could be ‘eliminated from 
history’.39 Nothing is known of Mussolini’s reaction to the destruc- 
tion of his old friend, aside from the fact that he stood by and accepted 
it. Somewhere in his mind he may have agreed with Farinacci,™ 
who, once again the voice of a Fascism which had been, told the Duce 
that he did not believe Starace’s charges and that, in any case, Arpinati 
was ‘a gentleman’? If so, the nature of Mussolini's charismatic 
‘power’ meant that he had to set aside such secret doubts until the 
wave of patriotism occasioned by the onset of the war allowed him to 
retrieve Arpinati from his relegation to the Lipari islands."43 Mussolini 
learned that rumour said that Fascism in his cherished Emilia 
Romagna never recovered from the fall of Arpinati.“4 The party’s 
popularity in the Po valley may not have been enhanced by a speech 
Starace gave in Mantua in which he boasted that he ‘never slept, and 
worked even in bed’, adding that women who wanted to try him out 
could come backstage.“5 Such domestic travails were beginning to 
seem side issues compared with the menace which the solidification of 
Hitler’s regime was bringing to international relations. 

The initial stage in the Nazi—Fascist relationship climaxed with 
three major events in the summer of 1934. First was the long heralded 
meeting between Duce and Fihrer, held, on 14-15 June 1934, in 
Venice, a place ideally suited, it seemed, to cheer the artistic Hitler. 
The Fascist press advertised the event as ‘the encounter between two 
revolutions’.“° There were grounds for doubting that the two dicta- 
tors would warm to each other, however. During the previous months, 
Mussolini publicly opposed any idea of an Anschluss, saying that 
‘Austria knows that, in its defence of its independence as a sovereign 
state, it can rely on us.” The Fascist press had echoed its master’s 
word, with Farinacci scorning the Nazis as ‘social-nationalists’, people 
possessed of ‘the fascist label but not the Fascist substance’.™® 
Mussolini again did not hesitate to speak out against Nazi racism: 
‘100% racism. Against all and everybody. Yesterday against Christian 
civilization; today against Latin civilization; tomorrow, who knows, 
against the civilization of the whole world.’ So ‘obscurantist’, ‘exclu- 
sivist’, ‘chauvinist’ and ‘imperialist’ a policy was, he argued, 
impossible in the twentieth century.“9 Even in La Vita Italiana, the 
Nazi racial philosopher Rosenberg was damned as ‘Anti-Christ’; his 
‘vacuous’ ideology, a commentator wrote dismissively, amounted to ‘a 
pseudo-philosophy of Russian origin’ .*° 

Perhaps, then, it is no surprise to find that, at Venice, most things 
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went wrong. The first meeting in the villa at Stra, which had once 
been Napoleon’s, was ravaged by mosquitoes — one memoirist claimed 
that they were as big as quails.* The next at the Venice golf club 
planned a few years earlier by Volpi and Henry Ford, was scarcely 
congenial to the two dictators, each (unlike Franco) too traditional a 
figure to understand that golf and ‘statesmanship’ went together. In 
between, Hitler had been taken on a visit to the Art Biennale, finding 
to his disgust that Fascism did not ban the display of modernist — in 
his view degenerate — paintings, whole rooms of them.'3 On every 
occasion, Hitler, who came in civilian dress, looking, said Mussolini, 
‘like a plumber in a mackintosh’, talked on and on in German, boring 
the Duce with his diatribes, or perhaps baffling him, for Mussolini 
liked it to be believed that he understood German without difficulty, 4 
but the Fiihrer's garrulity, then and later, tested his comprehension. 

As so often, contemporaries did their best to see what they wanted 
in the meeting. Renzetti reported that Hitler had come home ‘radiant’, 
flatteringly convinced that a Mussolini was only born once in every 
century.®° The Fuhrer remarked that he could discuss things with 
Mussolini which he could not raise with even his closest German 
collaborators.57 Suvich wrote to Dollfuss more tartly that Hitler had 
gone on and on talking about his Weltanschauung, even though it was 
‘more or less known’. He had been unconvincing over the Anschluss, 
and Mussolini had not weakened in his opposition to it.5* Mussolini 
himself told De Vecchi, his by now highly pious representative at the 
Vatican, that Hitler sounded like a broken record when he raged about 
the Jewish Christ and the nefarious activities of Germany’s Catholics. 
The Duce hoped that he could calm the Fihrer in his Church policy, 
but he was glad, he added, that Fascist Italy remained ‘politically and 
ethically’ in tune with Catholicism. 

Whether invigorated by his contact with the Duce or not, Hitler 
went home determined to act. On 30 June he organised the ‘Night of 
the Long Knives’, in which Rohm, the SA leadership, and a number of 
anti-Hitler rightists were murdered, some by accident and some by 
planning. Between 150 and 200 people died.*° The Italians were 
bemused by such open and widespread violence, which had no 
parallel in their own rise. Even their more Germanophile press tried to 
explain that Hitler’s regime was in ‘psychological crisis’, occasioned 
by a weakness for ‘intellectualising’ and a consequent failure to grasp 
the ‘Latin clarity’ embodied in Mussolini." The Duce himself tried to 
use the occasion to prompt the Austrians into being more rigorous in 
their confrontation with ‘terrorism’ .' 
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His advice was too late, however. On 25 July Austrian Nazis 
murdered Dollfuss in a bungled coup attempt, brutally leaving him to 
bleed to death on the Vienna Chancellery floor. The Austrian chan- 
cellor only weeks before had written to Suvich of his pleasure at a 
planned meeting with Mussolini at the beach resort of Riccione," 
and, on the day of his death, his wife and children were already holi- 
daying with the Mussolini family;"4 indeed the Duce had the 
unenviable job of reporting to them what had happened. To the 
applause of his press,°° Mussolini reacted firmly to the killing, even to 
the extent of mobilising four divisions and moving some equipment to 
the Brenner frontier.” On a more personal level Mussolini also seemed 
troubled by the murder of a politician he viewed as his Austrian client. 
His protection of Frau Dollfuss continued in March 1938 when he 
helped to win her sanctuary in Switzerland’ and, in the interim, he 
was solicitous in ordering the purchasing of ‘Baby Bugatti’, model 
electric cars for the Dollfuss children™ and the sending of a Portrait of 
Engelbert Dollfuss, currently exhibited in the Austrian pavilion at the 
Venice Biennale, to the widow.‘7° 

In his political commentaries, the Duce had little reason now to 
restrain his hostility to Nazi Germany. The ‘Social Nationalists’ had so 
many absurd ideas, even when they were drawn from ‘Hitler’s New 
Testament’, as he sardonically labelled Mein Kampf. It would take six 
centuries to breed a pure German race, and so, he added still more 
sarcastically, ‘there was plenty of time to talk over the matter with 
calm and quiet’.'7" Anyway the Germans themselves were split into at 
least six races. Their sterilisation programmes were almost as 
deplorable as was their racism.'” All in all, he wrote, the Germans 
were world experts in faithlessness and cynicism.’73 Before an audi- 
ence at Bari, his contempt towards his alleged imitators in Germany 
knew no bounds: ‘thirty centuries of history allow us to look with 
utter disdain on certain doctrines from the other side of the Alps 
which are espoused by the descendants of people who were illiterate 
at a time when Rome had Caesar, Virgil and Augustus’.'4 In the 
autumn of 1934 Nazi Germany and Fascist Italy by no means appeared 
natural allies. 

In some senses, Mussolini protested too much, however. Germany 
was not alone in fostering political terrorism in Europe. Mussolini had 
regularly incited Dollfuss to domestic repression, whether of Austrian 
Nazis or of Austrian Social Democrats,’ who had been cruelly 
attacked in February 1934 (in notorious incidents, tanks had been 
used to bombard working-class housing in the city of Vienna itself). 
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Mussolini was also the patron of Gyula Gémbés, the far-rightist Prime 
Minister of obsessively revisionist Hungary, and perpetually tried to 
nudge him towards a more ‘fascist’ organisation of Hungarian life.‘ 
The Spanish republic was similarly numbered among the enemies of 
Fascist Italy. The Italian press gave space to the cloudy ideas of Ernesto 
Gimenez Caballero, a self-styled potential Spanish fascist chief. The 
more practical dealings of the Fascist leadership were, however, with 
dissident generals and monarchists. Italy provided arms and assistance 
to the attempted coup of General José Sanjurjo in 1932.77 Two years 
later, Mussolini and Balbo met General Emilio Barrera and other expo- 
nents of the Right and again promised them funds and the delivery of 
rifles, machine guns and grenades, now to be secretly shipped through 
Tripoli, with a view to the launching of another coup. ‘When I help 
someone’, Mussolini boasted, ‘I help them, as Austria knows well.’"78 

Even if the Duce remained prickly about the Italophobia always 
likely to surface in Croat nationalism,"? the Fascists had not ended 
their patronage of Paveli¢ and his Ustasha movement. On 9 October 
1934 a Croatian fascist, trained in Italy, assassinated King Alexander of 
Yugoslavia and French Foreign Minister, Louis Barthou, who had been 
meeting in Marseilles."*° The deed did not occur at an ideal moment for 
Italian diplomacy, which had a number of reasons to favour rapproche- 
ment with France. None the less, Mussolini told Gombés aggressively, 
he would certainly not express public regret over the matter but 
rather be studied in his indifference.** He informed Kurt von 
Schuschnigg, the successor of Dollfuss, that he had no intention of 
agreeing to the extradition of Paveli¢ and his aides (and then pressed 
the Austrian Chancellor to hasten the fascist-style regimentation of his 
country). 

By 1934 Italy was certainly not a straightforward backer of the 
status quo in Europe. Quite a number of dissidents, both on the Right 
and on the Far Right, took Fascist money and, in return, were usually 
fulsome in their expressions of gratitude towards Mussolini.®3 Italy is, 
of course, not the only country in world history to look for clients 
abroad (while, before 1914, Liberal diplomatists had imagined a future 
in which national largesse could bind foreigners to the Italian cause, 
surmising that they would thus catch up with the arrogantly superior 
French)."4 The problem with such a search is that the weaker the 
power involved the more untrustworthy the clients and the more 
likely, too, that they will behave in ways which richer powers regard 
as unacceptable. 

In any case, by the end of 1934 Fascist policy was turning its eyes 
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away from Europe to the longstanding national target of Ethiopia. 
‘Planning’ for Fascist action there .had been an on-again, off-again 
matter since Laval and Guariglia™5 raised the issue in 1931-32. One 
problem was that, as had on occasion been pointed out to Mussolini 
by such interested parties as Minister of Colonies, De Bono,?*® Fascist 
rule had done little to alter the sleepiness of the existing East African 
colonies of Eritrea and Somaliland, unrewarding places even for the 
most enthusiastic or naive imperialists. By the end of 1932 De Bono 
was pressing for a more activist policy towards Ethiopia (and an 
enhanced budget for himself),*’ if only because as Minister he had to 
advocate something. 

In early February 1934 Mussolini had become more attracted to the 
idea than in the past"** and a certain degree of military preparation had 
begun, though no date had been set. In May Badoglio was still 
convinced that a conflict would be ‘terribly burdensome’, advising 
cautiously that, in most colonial acquisitions, the game was not worth 
the candle.*9 The murder of Dollfuss similarly acted as a brake, with 
Mussolini declaring in August that the European situation was too 
uncertain for Italy to be diverted to an African adventure.®° However, 
the reluctance of the liberal democracies to resist Germany with any 
firmness was now clear. Germany had a case for appeasement, it 
seemed. Italy did not. After the Dollfuss murder and when Italian 
troops moved to the Brenner, The Scotsman was typical of the British 
press in reminding its readers that the ‘ruthless’ Mussolini had once 
brutally assaulted Corfu. Morally speaking, the paper concluded, 
‘there was nothing to choose between Italy and Germany’, and 
therefore no likelihood that Italy could expect any backing if it did 
come to open conflict with Germany. Moreover, in Mussolini's mind 
and those of his colleagues in the Fascist leadership, there was every 
reason to think that the European situation was bound to deteriorate 
further, since Nazi Germany showed few signs of curbing its revi- 
sionist intent. The years of stability were over and, if Italy, the least of 
the Great Powers, wanted any reward, it would have to act promptly 
and, very likely, ruthlessly as well. In rather similar circumstances in 
IgII, 3 years before the outbreak of the First World War, Giolitti had 
seized Libya, fulfilling a longstanding Italian ambition. In 1935, 
4 years before the Second World War Ethiopia was to be the national 
target. 

On 30 December 1934 Mussolini issued a directive on the Ethiopian 
question. Its first paragraph was clear: ‘The problem of Italo- 
Abyssinian relations has moved in most recent times onto a new plane. 
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From a problem of diplomacy it has become a problem of force; a 
“historic” problem which must be resolved by the only means which 
ever resolve such problems — the use of arms’. The Duce went on to 
explain that Emperor Haile Selassie had been more successful than 
expected in constructing something approaching a centralised state in 
Ethiopia. His achievement meant that ‘time is working against us’. The 
longer Italy waited the tougher Ethiopian resistance would prove. ‘We 
must therefore deal with the matter as soon as possible, that is, when 
our military preparations make victory certain.’ ‘Having opted for 
war, the aim can only be the destruction of the Abyssinian armed 
forces and the total conquest of Ethiopia’, Mussolini continued. ‘An 
empire cannot be made by other means.’ France’s policies against Abd 
el Krim in Morocco had indicated the way forward; then the French 
had ‘profited from a moment when Germany was still unarmed or 
almost so’. Italy needed Europe to be ‘tranquil’, believing it could rely 
on peace surviving until 1937, but not thereafter. Italy’s improved 
current relations with France could check German ambitions against 
Austria for that period. Italy must urgently build up a massive military 
supremacy and ‘following the Japanese fashion, it won't be necessary 
to declare war and we can just insist that we are acting defensively’. 
‘No one in Europe will raise difficulties’, he argued, ‘if the military 
situation is resolved speedily.’ In any case, Italy had treaty arrange- 
ments with Britain and France over Ethiopia and should emphasise 
that it did not intend to harm those powers’ interests. Any embarrass- 
ment for the League of Nations would be of minor significance.’ 
Italy’s long wait to be the ruler of Ethiopia was over. However much 
reflecting both Italian history in East Africa and the current atmos- 
phere of international relations, Mussolini had decided on the first of 
‘his’ wars. 
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ie the last paragraph of his directive of 30 December Mussolini had 
turned his mind back to the situation within Italy. His account of 
domestic opinion was characteristic. ‘The leftovers of the old world’, 
he wrote, ‘still fear what they call an adventure because they think 
that the war will be carried out according to their models. But they are 
wrong’, he added, ‘and, any way, they count for nothing politically 
and socially’. Even though this was to be a war to seize ‘the last piece 
of Africa which is not under European rule’,’ it would, the Duce 
explained, more importantly be the occasion in which the ‘younger 
generation’ could demonstrate their superiority over their elders, and 
display the élan which they had acquired as the children of the Fascist 
revolution. To a realistic eye, imperialism in Africa might seem old, a 
twentieth-century replication of the habits of nineteenth-century 
liberalism. But a war fought under the aegis of a Fascist Duce would be 
dressed up as new and ‘Fascist’. The war, as it were, would don a black 
shirt. How, then, had the Fascist revolution been going? How did 
Mussolini understand its progress and prospects at the beginning of 
1935? What had been the effect of his policy of ‘going to the people’? 
How was his choice, Achille Starace, performing as Party Secretary? 
Were new Fascist men, backed at home by new Fascist women, ready 
to serve and conquer as the dauntless legionaries of a Fascist empire 
and the faithful cohorts of their Duce? 

One matter which Mussolini had typically avoided on 30 December 
was the budget for the war. He cheerfully advised the deployment of 
overwhelming force, the arming, dispatch and supply of ‘at least 
300 000 men’, without any attempt to cost the matter. The official line 
was that the Duce was an economic genius, ‘both theoretically and 
practically, with a perfect fusion of thought and action’.? By himself, it 
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was said, he was ‘the creator of the economy’, an ‘Economist’ in capital 
letters, unusual among statesmen in his training in the subject and 
unparalleled in his skill at managing the national finances. In private, 
Mussolini’s subordinates were less convinced about these claims. 
Suvich for one recalled that the Duce normally displayed little interest 
in financial and economic details, at most, as with many other issues, 
setting a tone rather than precisely defining policy.4 However, a 
disjunction between what was said and what they knew to be true did 
not seem to matter too much, because, after the flutter over the valua- 
tion of the lira, the Duce had generally accepted the economic advice 
of his technocrats and rarely interfered with their day-to-day 
activities. 

Nevertheless, by the mid-1930s the state of the economy was again 
becoming an important backdrop to political events, because, 
however belatedly, Fascist Italy was feeling the effects of the 
Depression. Difficulties were evident on many fronts. The stock 
market lost a third of its value from 1929 to 1932.5 The banking system 
stuttered and gold flowed out of the country.° Production and exports 
fell and unemployment remained uncomfortably high for a regime 
which preened itself over its solicitude for its workers’? — in 1935 offi- 
cial figures still disclosed more than three-quarters of a million 
without work.® Real wages fell.? Tourism, greatest of Italy’s invisible 
assets, fared poorly, despite the Vatican’s promotion of a supernu- 
merary Holy Year in 1933. Emigrant remittances, that other 
traditional salvation of the national economy, more than halved 
between 1929 and 1932.” Italy even did badly relatively, with its share 
of Western Europe's output declining from 8.2 per cent in 1929 to 
8 per cent in 1937” (from 1922 to 1938 Fascism achieved a growth rate 
of only 1.9 per cent annually, below Liberal Italy’s 2.7 per cent 
between 1897 and 1913, as well as failing to match Britain’s 2.2 per 
cent, Germany’s 3.8 per cent and Sweden’s 4.1 per cent). 

Even by the most generous estimate, Mussolini’s management of the 
economy was not scintillating at a time when the deteriorating inter- 
national situation was threatening to make unprecedented demands 
on the nation (and indeed, from 1934 state spending spiralled up,“ 
with one technocrat remarking sardonically that the national finances 
had entered ‘the phase of heroic remedies’)."° Mussolini had placed 
Italy’s fortunes in the hands of two technocrats, Guido Jung, an 
unusual figure, being both Sicilian and Jewish (he was Minister of 
Finance, July 1932 to January 1935) and Alberto Beneduce, and he 
usually let them get on with their work. It was their collaboration 


288 


Empire in Ethiopia, 1935-1936 


which, with Mussolini's approval, produced in January 1933 the 
Istituto di Ricostruzione Industriale (the Institute of Industrial 
Reconstruction or IRI). This organisation, technically ‘provisional’ 
until 1937 when Beneduce became its president, engaged in consider- 
able state intrusion into the economy, with three major banks and a 
number of other industrial concerns being bailed out by public 
money. IRI was a herald of what would later be called the policy of 
‘autarchy’, that is, of Italy turning its back on international trade and 
purporting to run an exclusively national economy (even if the depen- 
dence on tourism and emigrant remittances belied that claim). In his 
speeches Mussolini painted autarchy as a major strand of the newly 
radicalised Fascist revolution.” However, most historians argue that 
IRI, even at the end of the 1930s, continued to be manipulated by 
private interests and was never honed into a sleek instrument of total- 
itarian control. One analyst has concluded tartly that autarchy meant 
the control of everything except profits. 

Rather than pushing drastic change in the way business functioned, 
Mussolini preferred, as so often, to direct his own control and 
‘authority’ into compiling files of gossip about the industrial and 
financial elite. His secretariat gleaned the information, for example, 
that Giovanni Agnelli of Fiat had no intention of allowing IRI to 
become a conduit through which rich men like himself would lend 
money to the government and also that he had expressed a preference 
for collecting US dollars rather than lire.® Reports of cynicism and 
greed in turn confirmed Mussolini in his usual view of the world. He 
remarked in 1937 that 15 years in office had taught him that ‘our 
financiers tire themselves out in their efforts to defraud the state and 
to stop anyone apart from themselves from making money’.”® Such 
angry misanthropy may have been consoling for one who kept telling 
himself that he (and any real Fascist) had been ‘born subversive’,”* but 
it did not lead to action. Agnelli, for example, remained the real boss 
of Turin and no Fascist revolution dented his prestige and power.”? As 
Mussolini admitted in a moment of some frankness in December 1934: 


No state is more totalitarian and authoritarian than the Fascist state; no 
state is more jealous of its sovereignty and prestige. But it is precisely 
because of this that the Fascist state does not feel required to interfere 
in matters beyond its competence and foreign to its nature.” 


Although never officially stated, throughout Mussolini's rule this 
exemption from the full rigour of Fascism was frequently understood 
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to have been granted to the biggest businessmen and the highest 
financiers. Political control might reside with the Duce; economic and 
social power remained more diffuse. 

The elite of the financial order aside, the fostering of industrial 
growth in the most modern sectors of the economy squared uneasily 
with the populist ‘corporatism’ which regime propaganda vaunted as 
lying at the base of the Fascist rule. In the pages of his journal Critica 
Fascista, Bottai led the way in ringing endorsements of corporatism. It 
amounted, he wrote, to ‘a revolution in the revolution’. It was what 
made the Fascist revolution ‘perennial, permanent and inex- 
haustible’.*4 Mussolini, too, frequently evoked a corporatist present 
and future. In November 1933 he even went so far as to announce the 
death of capitalism: ‘Today we can state that the system of capitalist 
production has been surpassed and with it that liberal economic 
theory which has illuminated it and acted as its apologist.’ 
‘Corporatism’, Mussolini went on, ‘has defeated both socialism and 
liberalism and is creating a new synthesis.’ For the moment Italy might 
retain some capitalist leftovers, he acknowledged; after all, he did not 
run an absolute state, but rather ‘an organic and human state, which 
wants to remain in touch with the realities of life’. None the less, 
corporatism was the highway to the twenty-first century.*5 The totali- 
tarian state, with its exaction from the populace of a ‘greatly 
heightened moral and intellectual tension’, would end by ‘burying 
economic liberalism’.*® Fascist businessmen would learn to become 
‘comrade businessmen’ .?’ 

As if to demonstrate its determination to impose state control over 
the economy, the Fascist regime had committed itself to a raft of 
welfare and development schemes; they were another characteristic 
feature of Mussolinian rule, as well as a reason why he was remem- 
bered by a not always ungrateful public after 1945.7* One of the more 
lauded of areas of government action was the dopolavoro, or after-work 
organisation, devoted to channelling worker leisure into activities 
which were worthy, healthy and guaranteed, in theory, to stimulate 
greater identification with the regime. The original plan did not spring 
from the Duce’s mind, but had been borrowed from the more modern 
sectors of American business.*? The concept was then adopted by 
Rossoni and his syndicalist friends as proof that they were committed 
to improvement of the workers’ lot and that Fascism therefore consti- 
tuted a genuine ‘third way’. Mussolini’s most obvious contribution to 
the system lay in propaganda — the various branches of the dopolavoro 
were, he stated, ‘among the most vital and important institutions of 
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the regime’ — and in assigning managerial roles.3° He also curbed the 
most ambitious ideals of the syndicalists, granting the moderate 
Turati, while he was PNF secretary, special control over the dopola- 
voro. Turati was keen to prick any syndicalist plans to give the 
organisation too evidently a socially radical thrust.3! Even so, member- 
ship in the party leisure structures grew steadily, with 2 376 000 being 
enrolled by 1935; that was the equivalent to some 20 per cent of the 
industrial workforce and 7 per cent of the peasantry.;? 

The paltry size of this last figure (as well as the continuing relative 
absence of sports fields and other essential infrastructure throughout 
the South) exposed another contradiction in the Fascist revolution. 
The country which was about to wage war, what it proclaimed was an 
overwhelmingly modern one, on the ‘barbarous’ and ‘backward’ 
Ethiopians was also a place whose Duce was much given to orating 
about the need to ‘go back to the land’. Peasants, he was accustomed 
to proclaim, were people who ‘detested those who wanted to stuff 
their heads full of complicated ideas’, whether philosophical or tech- 
nological. Although each village should, under his regime, get 
‘electricity, the telephone, the cinema, the radio and proper roads’ 33 
the peasants were precious to the nation and its stock because of their 
primordial virility and love of work. Fascist modernism may not have 
been reliably ‘reactionary’, but, in a way shared by the Nazis,4 
Fascists, Mussolini included, balanced their enthusiasm for scientific 
progress with constant evocations of a world destined to be lost. 

The most trumpeted rural programmes were those to do with the 
draining of the Pontine and other marshes and the establishment of 
model agricultural settlements such as Littoria (today Latina) south of 
Rome, or Mussolinia, an early ‘garden town for peasants’ in Sicily. 
Regime propagandists loved to cite the Duce as the inspiration of the 
schemes — he had provided the slogan: ‘to reclaim the land, and with 
the land the man, and with the man, the race’3° — but the actual archi- 
tect of reclamation was Arrigo Serpieri, a technocrat inherited from 
the liberal past.37 Furthermore, a case study of the experience of fami- 
lies from the Veneto who transferred to the area outside Rome has 
concluded that the whole deal was ‘a fiddle’, at least for the peasants, 
who from their move south gained neither prosperity nor a reduction 
in the intricate class variations of rural life.3* An account of an accom- 
panying campaign, the battle against malaria, has come to similar 
conclusions. Begun by the liberals, the drive after 1922 to eliminate 
this ancient scourge of the countryside succeeded only fitfully 
because the processes involved were top-down and authoritarian, 
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easily manipulated to the benefit of wealthy locals, and obscure and 
costly to those actually afflicted by the disease. In any case, when, 
after 1935, the regime had to pay for foreign adventures, expenditure 
on medical welfare was swiftly downsized.39 As a result of the cuts, 
and the war across the Italian peninsula, by 1945 malaria had returned 
to most of those areas from which the regime claimed it had been 
eradicated. | 

In sum, for all the talk about a return to the land (and for all Rachele 
Mussolini's efforts to prove a modern scientific landholder at the Villa 
Carpena), the Duce failed to suture the traditional gap in wealth, influ- 
ence, status and understanding between city and countryside. In the 
more remote areas, life went on almost as though the feeble and distant 
government in Rome was irrelevant to ordinary lives.*° Just as their 
fathers had done in 1915, peasants from the Piedmontese mountains 
thought they had entered paradise when they were conscripted in 
1935, because military rations included meat.“ In the northern Alps, 
those who stayed at home told an interviewer with some wistfulness in 
the 1970s: ‘Fascism brought us neither gain nor harm. It is as though 
it had never been.’” 

The crucial agent of government activity, or inactivity, under the 
dictatorship was as often the state bureaucracy as the Fascist party. 
Mussolini’s own attitude towards the clerks of the public administra- 
tion fluctuated. He could be hostile, claiming that one of the essential 
purposes of his regime was to purge a corrupt, inefficient and flaccid 
Liberal state, and replace it with the more mobilised and achieving 
Fascist version. In 1928 he announced that ‘the regime must defini- 
tively resolve the bureaucratic problem’# and, ten years later, he still 
suggested that personally he was ‘anti-bureaucratic by definition’ .4 
However, when that rough and tumble economist, Alberto De’ Stefani, 
came up with a plan for drastic change in bureaucratic selection and 
work methods, Mussolini told him that he lacked political sense. The 
Fascist regime could not, the Duce explained, risk alienating the 
Southern middle classes; the ‘hunger of intellectuals’ from there was 
‘the most difficult of all to placate’.45 More and more frequently, 
Mussolini turned his early theses around, hailing his bureaucrats as 
superior in knowledge, effectiveness and probity to their counterparts 
in other countries. ‘In the great army of the Italian bureaucracy’, he 
averred, ‘black sheep are very rare.’4° They need suffer no drastic 
amendment of their habits and mentality. As the 1930s wore on and, 
especially because of autarchy, an array of semi-state bodies multi- 
plied, those who worked for them could often more readily claim a 
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dedication to the revolution than could the more strictly professional 
officials. According to the historian of Italian white-collar public 
servants, the overall effect of the Fascist mix of policies and attitudes 
was neither to purge nor to modernise the state bureaucracy, but 
rather to leave it ‘confused, depressed and cautious’, believing glumly 
that it had been given the task of applying rules in a world where rules 
did not reliably exist.* 

Farinacci would remark on one occasion that Mussolini was too 
given to crawling to ‘professors’: ‘I show them to the door, but you 
kneel before them. The professors kill you and you just thank them for 
it’ Who, the ras of Cremona concluded with his usual lubberly 
bravado, ‘gives a stuff about Fascist culture’?48 Such words were 
designed to annoy and disturb the man who cherished his title as 
‘Prof. Mussolini’. The Duce never ceased to flaunt philosophical inter- 
ests. Indeed, he almost seemed to yearn for the contemplative 
academic life when he told a fan: ‘whoever really devotes himself to 
study must avoid too much truck with ordinary men’.? Despite the 
fullness of his political schedule he loved to exhibit his knowledge of 
Plato, Kant, Nietzsche, Emerson, William James>*®° and Machiavelli, 
although on occasion he would qualify his alleged appreciation of 
their texts with the more down-to-earth advice: ‘today philosophy 
should be practised in the midst of everyday life’ .* 

Certainly these were the years of the trumpeting of Fascist zeal in 
education. In 1936 Fascist doctrine was made a compulsory part of all 
philosophy courses,** and Mussolini’s thought, Italians were obses- 
sively told, could take an equal place among that of the greatest sages 
of the past.3 As one admirer put it, with some opacity: ‘his thought 
we call Italy’.54 Another more simply stated that, although the Duce 
had not written a study of pedagogy, he was none the less the greatest 
of pedagogues.® Still another urged that Mussolini possessed the span 
of Leonardo da Vinci, a quality he especially demonstrated through 
his thought about corporatism.5° Boasts about supremacy were one 
thing but Fascism did not intend to preside over a free market of the 
intellect. In October 1931 university professors had been forced to take 
an oath of allegiance to the regime (only a sprinkling refused). In 1933 
membership of the party became obligatory for new teachers in the 
tertiary and secondary sectors, while, the following year, it was 
decreed that teachers had to wear the uniform of some Fascist institu- 
tion on every official occasion. University students were expected to 
enrol in the Gioventu Universitaria Fascista (University Fascist Youth), 
both as an entry point to a career and for its present advantages — these 


293 


Mussolini 


included much sporting activity,5” half-price entry to all cinemas and, 
if a member joined the related militia, avoidance of immediate military 
service and a three-month reduction in requirements after call-up.* 
De Vecchi, Minister of Education from January 1935 to November 
1936, talked about the Fascist bonifica (reclamation) of culture,°? using 
the same metaphor as that deployed over the land schemes in the 
Pontine marshes. 

More directly targeted at the masses was popular culture, organ- 
ised, from 1934, by an Under-Secretariat for Press, Propaganda and 
Tourism, raised to a ministry in June 1935 and, in both cases, placed 
under the rule of Galeazzo Ciano (until the summer of 1936). In May 
1937 this organisation was expanded to become Minculpop (the 
Ministry of Popular Culture).°° The sloganeering of the 1920s spread, 
with Mussolini himself in May 1932 launching the phrase meglio 
vivere un giorno da leone che cento anni da pecora (better to live one day 
as a lion than a hundred years as a sheep), claiming that it had origi- 
nally been a password (if rather a long one) at the Battle of the Piave in 
1918.% The most ubiquitous slogan — Credere, Obbedire, Combattere 
(Believe, Obey, Fight) — had allegedly been coined by Starace, but it 
was taken up by the Duce, when, in 1932, he urged: “The Fascist Party 
is an army or, if you wish, an order. You only enter it to serve and to 
obey.’ 

It was also emphasised that Fascism must inspire, and be renewed 
by, youth — Mussolini’s own elder sons turned 18 in 1934 and 1936 
respectively. At the Decennale, Mussolini had spoken of the require- 
ment that ‘in the second decade of Fascism we make room for the 
young. We want the young’, he ran on, ‘to take up our torch, flaming 
with our faith, and to be alert and committed in continuing our 
labours’.®3 To assist in such indoctrination there were the regime's 
various paramilitary organisations and a more elite ‘School of Fascist 
Mysticism’, established in Milan in 1930 and given the ostensible 
advantage of having Vito Mussolini, Arnaldo’s surviving son, as its 
first president.“ The historian of this last body has concluded that it 
exerted ‘rather little’ influence on the populace at large.®> More gener- 
ally, contradictions can easily be found in the regime’s cultural 
politics. One obvious area is film, a form of communication of ever 
greater popularity, as was demonstrated by the Duce in his nightly 
watching (even though his official line began to deprecate the 
American films he actually loved).®° In 1938 343 million tickets were 
sold to Italian cinemagoers; with war, the total increased to reach 469 
million in 1942.°7 Among the Mussolini family, during the latter part 


294 


Empire in Ethiopia, 1935-1936 


of the 1930s Vittorio sought to make a name for himself in the industry 
and become the leader of the gilded and aristocratic, if raffish, framers 
of the national cinema. Of the Fascist leadership, Bottai was the chief 
theoretician of film, suggesting, as early as 1926, that it might prove 
the ‘most Fascist’ of all the arts.°* He was reluctant, however, to imple- 
ment too overt a control, remarking that the public went to the cinema 
to be entertained and arguing that they would be put off by too crude 
an attempt to propagandise them.*? 

The economic crisis and the narrowing of political options during 
the 1930s gradually brought tighter state controls (and a greater effort 
by the Vatican to impose its own censorship), but Fascist Italy never 
became as intrusive as was Nazi Germany in the production and distri- 
bution of films. Vittorio Mussolini, after an international tour, 
returned home in late 1936 to advise what many senior figures in the 
film industry had thought all along, which was that Italy should avoid 
‘heavy handed’ German methods and opt instead for the ‘technical 
virtuosity and fluid narrative styles’ of Hollywood.” Mussolini, with 
his old yearnings, never quite satiated, to gain a comprehension of the 
great world beyond Predappio (or Rome), expressed a wish to be able 
to view foreign films so long as they expressed something of the social 
customs of other countries.” He, too, was not by nature an adamantine 
censor. 

A cultural studies expert of the 1990s has suggested that Fascism’s 
‘original totalitarian culture’ was what drove Mussolini and his regime 
to its ‘energetic discharge in African soil’ in 1935.” ‘The spectacle of 
fascism exuded war and narratively prefigured the imperialistic 
outcome of the totalitarian state’s aims’, she adds.73 With less strained 
but more predictable metaphor, Emilio Gentile has argued that, by the 
1930s, ‘people and nation were bound in a thick web of symbols’. 
Were they, it may be asked, or — more appropriately for a biographer — 
was Mussolini impelled to an imperial act because of his place, both 
designed and undesigned, in Fascist culture? Was he going to Ethiopia 
not so much kow-towing to professors of philosophy as satisfying the 
ambitions all but unbearably heightened in the masses through their 
absorption of a militant Fascist culture? After all, a regime propagan- 
dist asserted manfully: ‘the Duce guides his totalitarian people [into 
war] with an intimate but irresistible enthusiasm, almost exploding 
into colonial expansion’ .”5 

No doubt words always matter to some extent, but the medium was 
not the only message in Fascist Italy. Even in the arenas of culture and 
propaganda, all was not as it seemed. The ideas of patronage and 
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clientship had not, for example, been purged from Italian minds, 
despite the puffing of a mystical national and, soon, racial unity. 
Indeed, the 1930s became a decade of opportunity for what has been 
called ‘the state cultural impresario’,”” in other words the adroit 
middle man who had somehow won for himself the chance to 
distribute state largesse to artists and performers. The assumptions 
which lay behind such a role seemed little changed by Fascist preten- 
sions to a new morality. Mussolini was, for example, in 1934 sent a 
police report about the always importunate composer, Pietro 
Mascagni, who liked to think of himself as a heroic leader of the 
national musical industry. Mascagni had been overheard explaining 
that he had become a Fascist spontaneously out of the spiritual 
impetus given by ‘a Man whom I love and shall always love’. What, 
however, was the point of fealty to the Duce? he had asked. In 
Cremona, for example, all musical performance was controlled by 
Farinacci, who was having the gall to celebrate Ponchielli’s anniver- 
sary with a staging of Bizet’s Carmen. ‘A foreign work to commemorate 
a maestro italianissimo? And no protest! ... My God, how shameful. 
And I, the pupil of Ponchielli, excluded from the ceremony!’”’ As he 
read these phrases, Mussolini had the chance again to register the fact 
that vanity, opportunism, greed — indeed all human failings — had not 
been swept away by the Fascist cultural revolution. 

When he dined at home, can the Duce have heard the same news? 
Certainly Vittorio Mussolini told a teenage class mate, who, with 
adolescent hope and ambition, was trying to map a path to radical 
social change which he still planned to be ‘Fascist’: ‘It’s useless. 
Fascism is nothing but a “bluff”. Daddy hasn’t managed to do 
anything he wanted to do. The Italians are Fascists out of cowardice 
and don’t give a stuff about the revolution.’7* Doubtless Vittorio was 
exaggerating to some extent, as well as expressing ideas about filial 
revolt and trying to make a splash with his friends in a way not 
unknown among other teenagers. But the evident sense of self and 
family, the maleness (even though his words may hint that Vittorio at 
home had been listening more to his mother than his father) and the 
effort to gain kudos by dropping English words into his conversation 
indicate that Vittorio Mussolini was another Italian who had not 
subjected his mind to totalitarian cleansing. 

A generation ago, De Felice wondered whether domestic concerns 
might have motivated Mussolini to attack Ethiopia. In his view, it was 
the failings of Fascism at home and not its success which were the 
greater prompting force. Basically, however, De Felice maintained, 
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Ethiopia was an external event and its fundamental context was 
Fascist or Italian foreign and colonial policy.7? An Italian ‘grab for 
Africa’ was not really an aspect of a Fascist cultural revolution. If De 
Felice is to be believed, the detailed paragraphs of the directive of 30 
December 1934 about the international situation are the real key to the 
planning of the Ethiopian war. The selling at home of the conflict may 
have been natural and the excited response to the selling influential. 
But in recounting the events of 1935, the history of foreign policy 
should not surrender on every front to the history of advertising. 

Before narrating the international crisis, however, a final point is 
worth raising. An imperial war between a metropolitan power and 
colonial peoples, even if they were partially assembled into a modern 
state under Haile Selassie, was radically different from Nazi racial 
conflict. To a large degree, Mussolini in East Africa was still seeking 
‘Glory, God and Gold’, just as his predecessors in other European 
countries had done in the world beyond their continent during earlier 
centuries. A demographic emphasis® that Italians could eventually 
settle the Ethiopian highlands gave some contemporary coloration. 
However, the campaign of 1935-36 was not identical with the world or 
European war, launched fully by the Nazis only in 1941. Then the 
Germans wanted to conquer Lebensraum contiguous with the existing 
nation-state, saving any German ‘blood’ locatable in the East, as well 
as exterminating Jews, Slavs and communists. The Italians wanted to 
colour the map green (or whatever colour geographers assigned to 
Fascist imperium). In 1935 the spirit of Baden-Powell, Teddy Roosevelt 
and Marshal Lyautey was as powerful an accompaniment of the Italian 
armies as was that of Adolf Hitler. 

Is there another comparison which makes better sense when 
assessing the context in which Mussolini worked? What of the Liberal 
Giolitti’s attack on Ottoman ‘Libya’ in 1911-12? Then the Italian war 
was much criticised in European chancelleries and among the ‘best 
and most enlightened’ of the British press, where it was deemed 
‘immoral’. Nonetheless, Giolitti gave short shrift to any idea of 
compromise. He sent troops to Tripoli before actually declaring war on 
Turkey (and eventually utilised a blatantly trumped-up case to justify 
the attack). His forces having landed in the territory, he quickly 
decreed its annexation to the nation. Having taken this uncompro- 
mising position, Giolitti stood firm against his more timid 
contemporaries in the government who believed that he had gone too 
far.** In a number of instances, it might be argued that Giolitti in 
IgII-12 was tougher in his will and more clear-sighted in his 
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decision-making than was a Fascist Duce, except that the Liberal Prime 
Minister sought victory not so much at the battlefront (he made little 
attempt to hide his view that soldiers were idiots) or in the public rela- 
tions sphere as on the tables of diplomacy. There his Italy did indeed 
win, after the fragile Turkish empire was harried by the outbreak of 
the Balkan wars, fostered to some extent by Italian monetary and mili- 
tary backing of ‘terrorist’, or nationalist, Serbs, Greeks, Bulgars and 
Romanians. In winning imperial lands, Mussolini would not of course 
invoke the achievement of one deemed as an ‘Anti-Fascist’ liberal, just 
the sort of feeble or degenerate politician Fascism boasted it had swept 
into the ash can of history. But, if truth were told, the Italian war of 
1935~36 had quite a lot in common with the Italian war of 1911-12. 

Mussolini began the new year with his own effort to master the 
tables of diplomacy. A campaign in Ethiopia, he hoped, could be won 
without alienating the ‘Locarno powers’ and old wartime allies, Britain 
and France. In early January the French Foreign Minister, Pierre 
Laval, came to Rome. Mussolini, during a shared spumante toast (the 
Duce took just a sip), hailed the visit as ‘a concrete indication of the 
rapprochement’ now apparent between the two countries. Laval 
replied more cautiously that ‘all those animated by an ideal of peace 
today turn their eyes to Rome’. Over the previous decade Italo- 
French relations had often been tense, and they would soon be so 
again,*3 but Mussolini and the rest of his diplomatic staff now main- 
tained that these had been merely surface irritations. The activism of 
Nazi Germany was concentrating minds in a way unnecessary before 
1933, and the threat of an Anschluss and other revisionist disturbance 
meant that Italy and France should forgive and forget their past bick- 
ering, as well as such drastic events as the recent assassination of 
Barthou (who actually himself had been an Italophile Foreign 
Minister). 

True to their words, Mussolini and Laval had no difficulty in 
reaching accommodation on a series of matters, including such hardy 
perennials as Tunisia, where Mussolini was anxious to assure his 
French colleague that Italian meddling was over. German rearmament 
was noted, with Mussolini remarking with his usual preference for 
saying out loud what others thought but preferred not to verbalise: 
‘We can’t turn back. There is only one way to destroy armaments, and 
that is to do so physically in war.’*4 According to Italian memoranda, 
in discussions both on 5 and 6 January Mussolini raised the issue of 
French désistement on Ethiopia, where he was happy to pledge, then 
and later, that coming Italian action would not infringe French 


298 


Empire in Ethiopia, 1935-1936 


interests. The final communique, at least as reported by Mussolini in I/ 
Popolo d’Italia, was plain enough: ‘Friendship must not remain 
mummified in diplomatic protocols, but must be active as in life’. ‘The 
crucial new year’, he went on, ‘begins under the propitious auspices 
of the Franco-Italian accords.’*5 Mussolini believed he had won 
approval for something approaching an alliance with France,** and 
was underlining his intention to claim that backing for a push forward 
in East Africa. As if in confirmation of his interpretation, over the next 
months he encouraged Badoglio to go deeper and deeper into military 
exchanges with the French, giving every indication that he would 
approve the idea of a full-scale anti-German military pact.* 
Simultaneously he disbursed an alleged sixty million lire to the more 
venal sections of the French press in the hope that he would thereby 
ensure a public opinion friendly to Italian ambition.* 

What of Britain, that country with which, unlike France, a ‘tradi- 
tional friendship’ had operated without much check under Fascism? 
Mussolini was unsure.*? And so he began a policy of half hints, 
which, in retrospect, must be blamed as heavily responsible for the 
wrecking of the longstanding accord and the drift of Italy to its 
wartime fate as Nazi Germany’s ‘ignoble second’. The British, too, 
bore quite a bit of responsibility for the rending of Anglo-Italian 
relations. Although they would spend most of 1935-36 boosting the 
virtue of the League of Nations, in their hearts many Tories, actually 
the dominant element in the so-called National government, and 
more of their bureaucrats in the Foreign Office, disliked “Geneva- 
ism’ as much as did Mussolini. Moreover, the British, contrary to 
their alleged faith in collective security, were commencing a unilat- 
eral policy of appeasement towards Germany, which, in Italian eyes, 
seemed a combination of Realpolitik, weakness and hypocrisy. 
Would Britain backslide when Germany again raised the Anschluss? 
Probably — what did Foreign Secretary John Simon’s visit to Hitler in 
March 1935, the Anglo-German naval agreement of June 1935 and 
the British acceptance of the German re-militarisation of the 
Rhineland in March 1936 mean if not that? If a deal with Germany 
revising the terms of the Treaty of Versailles was just around the cor- 
ner, why should not Britain give poor Italy something like Ethiopia 
for example, ‘really’ just another slice of Africa, a frippery for an 
empire on which the sun still did not set? And yet a full-scale quar- 
rel with Britain was a serious matter; as Mussolini was told by his 
naval authorities in March 1935, it could mean Italy would become 
an ‘out’ power, no longer part of the entente which guided Europe.” 
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War in Africa might entail a Fascist leap in the dark which could 
only find a foothold in Berlin. 

The questions were asked and the answers known. But they were 
not brought out into the open, proof no doubt that Mussolini knew 
that, in pressing on with an adventure in Ethiopia, he was risking 
much. The lack of detailed planning was also evidence of the inade- 
quacy and danger of charismatic decision- (or non decision-) making; 
in 1935 too many crucial issues were less than half thought through, 
and no mechanism existed to appraise them further. The Grand 
Council was not asked for advice, ministers avoided cooperation one 
with another,” all idea of a meshing of political and military processes 
was avoided, while the King was confined to being no more than an 
onlooker, later to mutter darkly in his repressed way that he had found 
the Duce ‘impetuous’ during the crisis. Margherita Sarfatti was 
rumoured to be trying to restrain her old lover, but her influence, 
sexual and intellectual, had long since waned.% Such ‘planning’ for a 
war as existed fell to the hands of Mussolini and his man on the 
ground, the fussy, elderly, white-bearded, half-soldier, half-Fascist, 
Emilio De Bono.% At no stage, was there any detailed investigation of 
what to do with the territory to be conquered, whatever that was 
going to be (but Giolitti had been similarly reticent in 1911—12). 

An illustration of the Duce’s line and method was displayed in a 
telegram he sent on 25 January to his ambassador in London, and 
frequent interlocutor on the framing of policy, the mephistophelian 
Dino Grandi. Mussolini assured Grandi that the French had approved 
Italy’s intention ‘to resolve the Ethiopian problem in a radical fashion, 
either by undertaking direct rule, or in some other way which events 
counsel’. It was time, the Duce wrote, to sound out the British more 
fully on the same issue. Simon should certainly not be primed with all 
Italian military planning. Yet he should know enough of the likely 
future for his country not to want to ‘block’ Italy but rather offer it 
‘sympathy’. Simon, Mussolini advised, should be informed that it 
would be Ethiopia whose intransigence prevented any moderate solu- 
tion and forced Italy to deal with the issue ‘in an effective way, and in 
ours and the general interest’.°” 

Grandi was soon reporting to Rome his efforts to elicit some 
acknowledgement from Simon or his officials that they understood 
this truth that none yet dared to speak. Did Simon get the message 
when Grandi spoke evocatively of the distinction between a civilised 
European and a barbarous African country? Was he impressed when 
Laval showed up in London, to greet Grandi with a Fascist salute as 
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they met for a dinner at the Savoy and to gush that he had been over- 
whelmed by his Rome days with Mussolini?% Sadly the only possible 
conclusion was no; ‘these English dopes’, Grandi wrote, in phrases 
designed as ever to ingratiate himself with his leader, would not 
confront reality. They were at one and the same time pandering to the 
whims of their electorate and running to Berlin; ‘their policy is as hard 
to pin down as their fog’, he commented.°° This was ominous news, 
but it did not discourage the Duce. On 8 March Mussolini told De 
Bono, who, in Eritrea, was organising the unloading of men and equip- 
ment, that he must be ready to manage an invasion force of 300 000 
men by September or October that year."™ 

In April a last chance presented itself to preserve an Anglo-Franco- 
Italian front. Between 11 and 13 April Mussolini was due to confer 
with Laval, Simon and the French and British Prime Ministers, Pierre- 
Etienne Flandin and James Ramsay MacDonald in the delightful 
surrounds of the Villa Borromeo at Stresa.' In his newspaper 
Mussolini tried again to set the tone of the event on his own terms by 
producing a little list. What was needed, he wrote, was that ‘I. 
Germany must be declared what it is. 2. France must appreciate Italian 
friendship. 3. England must quickly grasp the state of mind of conti- 
nental Europe.’ "3 

Despite the spring weather, at Stresa fog did not dissipate. The 
eventual resolution of the assembled statesmen spoke worthily of a 
desire for peace and a commitment to the League of Nations, and 
Mussolini signed it along with the rest. Later, he claimed to have 
inserted the phrase ‘in Europe’ in the sentence about supporting 
collective security, and to have done so with a nudge and a wink and 
the clear implication that such virtuous practice was not to be 
expected in ‘Africa’. But once again, the British would allege that 
they had not understood.’> Facing such studied indifference to his 
needs and ambitions Mussolini was growing irritable, in a way that 
worried the more cautious of his advisers such as Suvich and 
Guariglia.* On 18 May the Duce telegraphed De Bono with the news 
that France was being ‘correct, if very reserved’ and Britain was 
‘agitated’. None the less, he declared, he intended to press on ‘at any 
cost, even if the cost means a break with England, even in the extreme 
hypothesis of war with England’. By ‘October’ De Bono must be 
ready with stockpiled supplies for three years and plans to cope even 
if the Suez Canal were blocked. 

The words were drastic, but should they be read literally? — after 
all, Mussolini was trying to bestir the not always efficient De Bono to 
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action. Had the Duce now really decided without any possibility of 
retreat that he intended to conquer all Ethiopia by military force? 
Historians convinced of his ‘rogue’ wickedness (and of the moral recti- 
tude of their own societies)’ say yes; that is what you must expect of 
a ‘terrorist’ Fascist. Mussolini was certainly resolved to sound as 
though only war would content him. Dissatisfied by Stresa, he had 
instructed Grandi to tell Simon that there was no way Italy would 
accept Geneva’s arbitration of the Ethiopian matter and to add mean- 
ingfully ‘our intention is absolutely firm not to allow our pursuit of 
Italy's vital colonial interests to be stopped by extraneous matters’ .*°9 
In a speech to the Chamber of Deputies, he warned the French govern- 
ment that it could not expect Italy to stand ‘like a stone’ on the 
Brenner and absent itself from the rest of the world."° At home 
the propaganda machine of Fascism worked overtime to demonise the 
Ethiopians and to excite Italian lust for empire, with constant refer- 
ence to the humiliations of the past and the need to avenge them.” 
Fascism was doing its very best to display to itself, Britain and the 
world that it was hell-bent on Fascist war in Africa."? 

And yet there is reason to question this notion of Mussolini turned 
warmonger at any cost. After all, the efforts to appease him and his 
nation were so feeble. In 1935 Italy’s precarious position as a power on 
the edge of relegation (a metaphor Mussolini used more than once) was 
never more evident. From Austria came secret service reports that 
Italians were all but universally hated there, and the future of Italian 
patronage of the regime in Vienna looked dim.™3 The more general 
context was bleaker. As an American diplomat put it, but the general- 
isation holds for Great Britain, too: Mussolini's ‘enterprise’ in Ethiopia 
was ‘regarded as a detail’, while Germany ‘remained the key to the 
whole European situation’ .4 The French general Maurice Gamelin felt 
the same: ‘For us Italy is important: England is essential.’"5 The struc- 
ture of international relations, put under stress by the Nazis in Berlin, 
simply refused to fall into a pattern which would benefit Italy or 
satisfy Mussolini. When, in June 1935, an initiative was made to 
appease the Italian dictator, it was derisory indeed. 

The carrier of the deal was Anthony Eden, the elegant, young, 
ambitious but nervy British Minister for League of Nations Affairs, a 
newly minted post unlikely to be applauded in Rome. The offer was of 
an exchange of territory whereby Italy would gain land in the Ogaden 
desert, and Ethiopia an outlet to the sea at Zeila in British 
Somaliland."® It bore a rough relationship to a plan ventilated in 1913 
for an expansion of Italian, British and French control in the region,™” 
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though with a reduced advantage to Italy. When he laid out the 
scheme, Eden found himself confronted by an incandescent Duce. In 
retrospect the reaction of the Italian dictator does not seem 
surprising,"* but Eden had not been briefed to cope with it. With 
studied intransigence, Mussolini confirmed that, if there were to be 
peace, Italy required all non-Amharic territory won by the Ethiopian 
empire over the last century, plus de facto ‘control over the surviving 
nucleus’. If there were war, he announced brutally, it ‘would mean the 
eventual cancellation of Ethiopia from the map’. Already, the Duce 
maintained, grabbing his statistics from the air, Italy had 680 000 men 
under arms; a million would be ready soon.”° He did not say, and 
perhaps he had not noticed, that among his papers was a note from 
Renzetti who had just seen Hitler privately. The Fiihrer had expressed 
his confidence that Italo-German relations could regain their old 
lustre. He had, he said, never intended to annex Austria." 

In the quarrel between Italy, Britain and the League, there was to be 
no going back. The British press expressed outrage at events, with The 
Times contending that ‘the issue of peace and war is at stake, and of 
the whole future of the League of Nations’.’? Grandi assured 
Mussolini that Eden would be bound eventually to back down after 
the ‘thumping’ the Duce had given him at Rome.” But, as the summer 
slipped by, the crisis worsened and, at whatever cost to his interna- 
tional image, Mussolini held ostentatiously firm. 

The tender sensibilities of Eden left him with the impression that 
Mussolini was ‘a complete gangster’, the ‘Anti-Christ’,’*4 a view which 
he never abandoned and, in 1956, transferred to that other 
‘Mediterranean’ tough guy, Gamal Abdel Nasser.’ In general, the 
approach of the Ethiopian war and its prosecution ended the love 
affair between foreign journalists and Mussolini (if it ever really 
existed). Once, a posting to Rome had been treasured and Mussolini's 
office had been besieged by foreigners requesting interviews.'?° Now, 
some more critical journalists were peremptorily expelled,’ and 
publishers found a ready market for books ‘exposing’ the sins of 
Fascism. Among a plethora of works, the one with the catchiest title 
and the most durable influence was George Seldes’ Sawdust Caesar. 
The moral of his study was sweeping: ‘Reactionary dictators are men 
of no philosophy, no burning humanitarian ideal, nor even an 
economic programme of any value to their nation or the world.’ ?8 
They were ‘gangsters’ more than anything else.’? Foreign political 
leaders had always tended to view Italians as the undeserving poor; 
now Mussolini acquired a common image as an unshaven thug, the 
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worst and least appeasable of the dictators. In London’s Evening 
Standard, David Low had long used a yapping terrier called ‘Musso’ to 
comment in his cartoons on Italian-politics. In October the dog sent a 
telegram to the Duce: ‘Intend change my name to Haile Selassie, when 
you change yours to Spot or Rover.’° Back in July, Colonel Blimp had 
snorted: ‘Gad, sir, Mr. Eden is right. We should offer Mussolini 
Central Africa on condition he stays there."3" 

To improve their deteriorating image, the Italians funded friendly 
journalists. In London Grandi had carte blanche to pay for sympathetic 
explanations of Italy’s imperial thrust into Ethiopia. However, the 
ambassador’s leading pensioner was the far right commentator, E. 
Polson Newman, an author of favourable tracts about Italy since the 
1920s.3? Between August and October 1935 Newman was given an all 
expenses paid trip to East Africa and, on his return, justified the 
Fascist cause, while loudly condemning the ‘barbarism’ of 
the Ethiopians."3 His influence was nil. Grandi was left to whine that 
the only people who would show up at the pro-Italian talks he organ- 
ised were those same ‘elderly widows and elderly deracinated ladies’ 
who had long aspired to hand a slice of seed-cake to the Duce.%4 
Mussolini complained back to him that British hostility was threat- 
ening to drive Italy out of the League and fracture the global cause of 
the white race.35 

As the world shut against him, the only slight hope for Mussolinian 
diplomacy was France, where Laval remained slippery, but in his heart 
undoubtedly willing to hand Ethiopia and more to Italy so long as it 
manned the Brenner. In a series of meetings with the French ambas- 
sador, Charles Chambrun, Mussolini confirmed that his first 
negotiating position was that which he had explained to Eden, in 
other words, annexation of large sections of Ethiopian border territory 
on a model which, Mussolini explained, might imitate Morocco, 
Egypt, Iraq and, with the most menacing contemporary reference, 
Manchukuo.%° Laval often sounded as though he wished to be accom- 
modating but, as he confessed in a metaphor destined to acquire a 
diverse resonance, in the final analysis French policy was ‘tied in an 
axis to the League of Nations’.37 

The League session which opened on g September produced a 
further closure against Italy, with British Foreign Secretary, Samuel 
Hoare, belying the ‘realism’ of his secret service and imperial past by 
speaking strongly, if tonelessly,3* for collective security. Sanctions, it 
was now agreed, would be imposed once Italy invaded Ethiopia. But 
even though Grandi for one showed signs of developing cold feet,"9 
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the Duce shrugged off this potentially devastating threat to the 
national economy and was instead confirmed in his belief that what 
was to be done was best done quickly. On 29 September De Bono 
learned that the date for action was 3 October,“° and at dawn that 
morning Italian troops crossed the border. Aircraft hurried to bomb 
Adowa, that settlement from which Italy had been thrown back in 
1896. Fascist Italy had engaged itself in colonial war. As Mussolini 
stressed in his ‘speech of mobilisation’, it was not only an army which 
had moved ‘but a whole people of forty-four million souls’. 

Or was it Mussolini's personal colonial war; was ‘one man alone’ its 
cause? Certainly the Duce had not yielded during the months of crisis. 
Rather, he had told himself some months before that the conduct of 
policy was, above everything else, a psychological matter. A man who 
possessed the will, like Napoleon or himself (or the unmentionable 
Giolitti),“8 was destined to triumph. Many of his closest colleagues 
were less sturdy. So notable a Fascist intellectual as Agostino 
Lanzillo4 and so prominent a businessman as Alberto Pirelli5 were 
sure that Italy’s limited gold reserves would dribble away, especially 
when sanctions began to bite. The usually unctuous Volpi allowed 
himself to remark that the Duce had gone mad.™° Neither the King nor 
Badoglio had hidden their doubts about the colonial adventure. It was 
all very well invoking Crispi and the dead of Dogali and Adowa,™’ but 
most Italians remembered these past defeats more with fear than with 
a spirit of revenge. It was equally predictable that Bottai should stress 
that the war was a spiritual and revolutionary event and therefore 
could not be measured in monetary terms.“* But even Mussolini knew 
that some bills had eventually to be paid and, in December 1935, he 
appointed the astute and independent bourgeois economist, Felice 
Guarneri, to a new post as Under-Secretary for Exchange Controls, 
with Guarneri’s reports to go directly to the Duce. Somewhat whimsi- 
cally the dictator tried to cheer his new agent with the prediction that 
tourism was about to revive and would plug any present leakage of 
funds. "49 

To be sure, there were always suggestions that Mussolini's own 
intransigence could be subject to detumescence, if a suitable offer 
were made. When, after the initial seizure of Adowa and some other 
border towns, the Italian advance slowed and both De Bono and 
Graziani, who was based in Somalia, began to exhibit that caution and 
immobility which had become typical of Italian military chiefs since 
the disaster in 1896, Mussolini hinted that a compromise of some sort 
was imaginable. For all the Fascist tirades which issued from one side 
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of his mouth (including, for example, unlikely threats to take on the 
British Navy in the Mediterranean),%° from the other he had never 
ceased to suggest that his Italy was the natural associate of Britain and 
France in Europe, committed to blocking any convulsion from 
Berlin.*** Moreover, Laval continued to maintain that he was willing to 
talk? — Mussolini was informed that the Pope, speaking as ‘a good 
Italian’, had blessed the Duce, agreed Italy needed territory to expand 
and had been unfairly treated at Versailles, but also suggested new 
conversations with the French.53 Mussolini’s demand to De Bono that 
he hurry up and occupy territory because it was only possession 
which was of use in negotiation™ hinted that he was indeed open to 
proposals. Suvich, who was trying to convert his Under-Secretaryship 
for Foreign Affairs into the advisory position once filled by the 
Secretary-General, meanwhile reminded Mussolini of the lingering 
potential of the Four Power Pact. In his view, it was still the most 
‘solid, rational and realistic’ way to confront crisis in Europe. 

The message from Rome was heard and understood in both Paris 
and London. First ‘experts’, then Hoare and Laval themselves, began 
to frame a plan. Mussolini was encouraging, telling Grandi of his 
‘maximum’ demands (they were as expressed to the French in 
September), but thereby implying that less than the maximum might 
be possible.5®° The French even began to pressure Haile Selassie to 
agree to something approaching an Italian mandate over his country."*” 

This treatying was, however, destined to come to naught. In Paris 
the plan leaked to the press. Hoare broke his nose skating in 
Switzerland, was delayed in his return to London and feeble when he 
addressed the Commons about the infringement of League solidarity. 
A violent press storm blew, with The Times choosing Friday 13 
December to pronounce that the ‘good name’ of Britain was at risk in 
the Hoare—Laval Pact, which it damned a few days later as a scheme to 
buy off the noble Haile Selassie with a ‘corridor for camels’ .%* Low, 
whose cartoon terrier was now indeed called Haile Selassie, placed the 
Anglo-French deal in ‘a gallery of double-crossing’.%? Although 
Mussolini, on two or three occasions over the next months, again let it 
be known that compromise was not out of the question, Fascist Italy 
was not fated to negotiate an end to its Ethiopian war. Instead, shrug- 
ging off the inconsistent threats from Geneva to impose ‘military 
sanctions’ against the aggressor, Italy moved to overwhelming military 
victory. 

‘Implacable’, ‘inexorable’, ‘inflexible’ were words which Mussolini 
readily invoked about the African campaign.”° In November he had 
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replaced De Bono with Badoglio and the career soldier led his troops to 
Addis Ababa by 5 May. Italian casualties amounted to just over a thou- 
sand. Ethiopia, by contrast, was overwhelmed by bombing and 
massacre" — Badoglio took the initiative in again using poison gas, 
despite Italy’s treaty obligations to avoid it, and was duly backed by 
Mussolini.? Graziani adopted the slogan: ‘The Duce shall have 
Ethiopia with the Ethiopians or without them, just as he pleases’. 
Most sinisterly, Indro Montanelli, a young Fascist journalist destined 
to become the most celebrated conservative commentator in the Italian 
Republic after 1946,"4 wrote of his fellow soldiers’ utter contempt for 
the Ethiopians. But, he urged, Italians would need to augment their 
sense of ‘racial dignity’. Of course, their racism would not mimic 
that of ‘the blondes beyond the Alps’. Furthermore, he concluded, ‘we 
shall never be dominators if we don’t have an exact consciousness of 
our destined superiority. We do not fraternise with blacks. We cannot. 
We must not’. 

Members of Mussolini’s own family were also hearing the gospel of 
race and finding their minds penetrated by those concepts which else- 
where in European-ruled Africa led to Apartheid. Among the Italian 
forces were Vittorio and the 17-year-old Bruno Mussolini. Their father 
was given to telegramming them with congratulations on their 
bombing prowess (and suggestions they not forget to write to their 
mother). After the victory Vittorio published his laddish Voli sulle 
Ambe, which came complete with a rugged photo of the hero 
studiously concealing his unmilitary puppy fat. The Duce’s son 
conceded that he was a little disappointed by his first aerial bombing 
raids, since he had hoped to generate explosions of the sort he was 
accustomed to view on American films. Sadly the fragile Ethiopian 
huts had just tumbled down when struck by his bombs."* He 
admitted a sneaking attraction to tall, lithe, lissome, local women, who 
possessed ‘sex appeal’ [he used the English term]; but he claimed, with 
unlikely virtue, that it dissipated when he got up close." 

The arrogance, brutality and insouciance of Vittorio Mussolini and 
Montanelli were matched by older Fascist chiefs, despatched by their 
leader to be part of the war. Bottai was the most philosophical about 
events;’”° Farinacci the least, though he lost a hand while fishing with 
a grenade on a lake near Dessié.'" More significant was the home front. 
Whatever the initial doubts there, they were quickly assuaged by a 
series of headlines blazoning military victories, the tiny cost in Italian 
lives and the fumbling of those who from Geneva invoked sanctions. 
For all the Fascist fanfare, many Italians read the Ethiopian war and 
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the proclamation of the empire as a national triumph. A number of 
stubborn Anti-Fascists, from Orlando to Croce, rallied to the nation, 
sacrificing their medals and jewellery, as requested by the regime in a 
sanctions-busting scheme marketed by propaganda as patriotic cere- 
mony. At one such event, in Rome just before Christmas 1935, Queen 
Elena presented her royal wedding ring to the national and imperial 
cause. 

But the real winner in Ethiopia, the leader of the united and victo- 
rious nation, was Benito Mussolini. De Felice did not exaggerate when 
he wrote that, as the armies advanced to Addis, ‘unimaginable exalta- 
tion’ was visited on the Duce.‘ The intimidated British ambassador in 
Rome was reduced to telling Eden that Mussolini was ‘not a man 
whom one could ask for an interview in order to pass the time of day. 
He expects the visitor to state his errand and then he replies’, 
although always likely to take the chance to ‘inveigh against diploma- 
tists who waste his time’.'73 For the Italian elite, a happy phrase was 
easier to find. Philosopher Giovanni Gentile emphasised that the 
return of empire to ‘the fatal hills of Rome’ entailed the commence- 
ment of ‘a new history of Italy.’ ‘Mussolini today’, he explained, ‘has 
not just founded empire in Ethiopia. He has made something more. He 
has created a new Italy’. Buoyed by the Duce’s mystical fusion of 
‘thought and action’, Italians could now become people with a ‘new 
style, new men’.4 In many minds, triumph at Addis Ababa — few 
noticed that two-thirds of the vast Ethiopia empire remained to be 
occupied, and the rest was scarcely pacified"?> — meant that the Duce 
commanded as none had before, and so had imposed what might be 
deemed a ‘Mussolinian revolution’. 

Later historians have sometimes agreed. De Felice controversially 
labelled the acquisition of empire ‘Mussolini’s masterpiece’, adding 
that it was the sweeter since the Duce believed in the project more than 
in any of the other programmes of his regime.'”° Certainly, apart from 
the psychological cost of toughing it out, Mussolini had had an easy 
war. An opponent armed in September 1935 with 371 bombs and 
eleven slow aircraft (of which three could not take off)'”” had scarcely 
challenged Fascist military power. The Duce’s generals may have bick- 
ered among themselves, while those in the know gossiped about 
Badoglio’s notorious vanity,’ venality and fondness for nepotism, ‘79 
and told themselves that the Duce hated upbraiding soldiers and was 
easily intimidated by them."™° His underlings in the party may have 
continued to look for advantage one against the other, and not 
always been as courageous as their words had promised." 
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His son-in-law Ciano may have now begun to polish an image of 
world-weary, mondaine and bourgeois cynicism, in a way scarcely 
appropriate for the seemingly designated leader of the younger gener- 
ation of Fascists.*3 Plans for what was actually to be done with the 
territory may have been non-existent. The flaunted brutality of Italian 
actions before and during the crisis may have given the Fascist dicta- 
torship a far worse image abroad than ever before. Contacts with Nazi 
Germany may have been increasing™4 and acquiring an evident logic if 
Italy were to become a pariah power, and Mussolini may have begun 
to associate his own name with ideas about a rapprochement with the 
‘other’ ‘fascist state’.5 Military and other governmental expendi- 
ture’® may have ballooned in what a thrifty economist would say was 
an unsustainable fashion. However, his own job had proved to entail 
little more than giving rousing speeches as required and from time to 
time, from the safety of Italy, instructing his soldiers to get on with it. 
In the short term at least, dictating an imperial triumph had proven 
the easiest of tasks. 

Back in November 1935 Mussolini had seen Bottai before the 
minister’s departure to the front. The Duce had entered his office ‘out 
of breath’, as though he had run up the stairs, with the face, Bottai 
noticed, of ‘a fat man made artifically thin’, and with a tight stomach. 
Detail, the Duce said, with a rush, interested him not a jot. ‘Too much 
ratiocination! We should rather concentrate on instinct! My instinct 
tells me that this is a revolutionary war. And that’s enough!’*®’ No 
doubt his words had been chosen beforehand to impress the credulous 
Bottai. Yet, throughout 1935-36 Mussolini shut his eyes to many 
things and brought off a victory. Now not even his father’s ghost 
could deny that his son was a greater man than Crispi. On 9 May 1936 
with King-Emperor Victor Emmanuel III almost smiling on him and to 
the all but universal joy of the Italian people, the Duce set aside his 
usual anxious contempt for the world around him and proclaimed, 
with just a hint of uneasiness, that ‘Italy finally has its empire. ... It is 
a Fascist empire, an empire of peace, an empire of civilization and 
humanity’ .* He could not have known at the time, but he was fated 
never to visit Ethiopia, and the Fascist revolution would only scratch 
its immemorial soil. Mussolini had become the Duce of one of the most 
fleeting empires in history. 
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ITHIN Italy, the proclamation of the empire raised Mussolini's 
NN oe to empyrean heights. Grovelling panegyrists oscil- 
lated between hailing his apostolacy' or his godhead. As the unheroic 
journalist Asvero Gravelli summarised it in his study of ‘spiritual 
interpretations of Mussolini’: ‘Homer, the divine in Art; Jesus, the 
divine in Life; Mussolini, the divine in Action.’ Or was the Duce some 
sort of Apollo? — the parallels were growing ever more syncretic. 
‘Mussolini's smile’, Gravelli wrote, ‘is like a flash of the Sun god [sic], 
expected and craved because it brings health and life’. “To whom does 
he compare? No-one. The very act of comparison with politicians from 
other lands diminishes Him [sic]’.4 Other propagandists were similarly 
unrestrained: ‘He is always alone like every founder of a religion. The 
name of this religion is Italy’;> ‘He’ was ‘infallible’, ‘ineluctable’, a 
‘Titan’, a ‘Genius’, ‘divine’.® Looking at him was like looking at the 
sun; the man could not be seen but rather ‘an immense flood of radiant 
vibrations from the ether’.’ 

If the plaudits were enough to satiate or to gag,® the private 
Mussolini soon found the gloss of Ethiopian triumph wearing thin and 
his usual pessimism about life confirmed. In June 1936 it became clear 
that his youngest child, Anna Maria, aged only six, was stricken with 
poliomyelitis. For more than a week her death seemed imminent and 
Mussolini abandoned his office to watch at her bedside.? Alessandro 
Lessona, the new Minister of Colonies (June 1936 to November 1937), 
remembered finding him at the Villa Torlonia one morning ‘worn out, 
unshaven, with red eyes, sporting an old jacket tossed over a crumpled 
shirt’. As with Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar, for those who could see, 
this god did shake. 

With other members of his family, relationships remained imper- 
fect. In July 1936 following pompous attempts to depict him as a 
journalist of youth,” Vittorio became co-editor with the renowned film 
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expert and director of the Istituto Luce news service, Luciano De Feo, 
of a new theoretical journal entitled Cinema.” His father was momen- 
tarily proud of him.3 However, the Duce’s eldest son had trouble 
concentrating and, with his younger brother Bruno, was thought to 
spend a lot of time in high-class brothels.“4 Bruno also had to fob off a 
claim by a poor Roman gir] that he had seduced and abandoned her.® 
When, one rainy day in February 1937, Vittorio married a Milanese 
bourgeoise, Orsola Bufali, in a joint ceremony at St. Peter’s with his 
cousin Vito (who espoused Silvia Tardini), the event was none the less 
given royal treatment in the Italian press."° Such lionising could not 
disguise the fact that Vittorio was a political cypher. So, too, was 
Bruno, whose love of fast cars perhaps explained the death of Teresa 
Velluti, an elderly woman pedestrian crossing a Roman street (even 
though the official report on the incident concluded sagely that the 
fault lay entirely with the victim)."7 Bruno, whose career as a pilot 
meant his lionisation by the press, married Gina Ruberti, the daughter 
of a school inspector and granddaughter of a Catholic-Fascist Minister 
of Finance, in October 1938." Soon, the couple produced a daughter; 
and, not long after, Bruno accepted the presidency of the Italian 
Boxing Federation.” 

Rachele, when in Rome, kept herself to the Villa Torlonia, nurturing 
her homespun image — it was said that she never visited the Sala del 
Mappamondo” and that the more fastidious of visitors tried to avoid 
eating the poorly prepared food”? served at her table.” Sexually, 
Mussolini had now commenced his dalliance with Claretta Petacci, 
even though she was not always fun — she would moan about her 
body, her teeth, her health and the size of her breasts, and stay in bed 
all day eating chocolate if given the chance.*} Soon to make a name for 
himself, at least in scandal, was her elder brother, the euphoniously 
named Marcello Cesare Augusto Petacci, born 1910, and doubtful 
incarnation of the imperial hopes of the Rome bourgeoisie.”4 

The only star in the Mussolini family was Galeazzo Ciano, Edda’s 
husband, on 11 June 1936 promoted to become Foreign Minister of 
Italy. He was then thirty-three, by a great margin the youngest such 
office-holder in Europe. Ciano was a highly paradoxical figure to be 
thus elevated to the edge of power and apparently annointed as the 
Fascist of the new generation. Scarcely the child of revolution, he was 
rather a figlio di papa in every sense of that Italian term, inadequately 
translated as ‘Daddy’s boy’. His father, Costanzo, a Nationalist and 
admiral, had been Mussolini’s Minister of Communications from 1924 
to 1934, serving the longest uninterrupted stint of any Fascist minister 
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(except Mussolini). Among many interests in his home city of Livorno, 
Ciano senior was the owner of its important and relatively indepen- 
dent newspaper II Telegrafo.*5 Early in charge of Fascist finances,”® in 
1925 Costanzo Ciano was elevated to the nobility as Count of 
Cortelazzo. The title allowed his son also to call himself ‘Count’. 

Galeazzo was a brilliant young man, in 1921 graduating second 
among high-school students on a national list.*7 As Foreign Minister 
his smartness would make him a sparkling contrast to the flighty 
Eden, the lugubrious Halifax, the shifty Bonnet and the dire 
Ribbentrop and Molotov. In his youth his ambition had lain in the 
composition of light poetry and he could be tracked down to the Caffe 
Aragno in Rome, haunt of aspirant litterateurs. Among his juvenilia 
was a play with the arch title La felicita di Amleto (Hamlet’s happi- 
ness). Somewhat reluctantly Ciano undertook the exams for the 
diplomatic service in 1924, entering the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
the next year twenty-seventh out of thirty-five graded candidates.” 
Duller contemporaries, and some later historians, would write him off 
as a ‘snob’,?? a man for whom the superficial was the only delight and 
the only purpose. They were also likely to be enviously critical of his 
‘open marriage’ — Edda told any who asked that she took lovers but 
made sure that the children were Ciano’s.3° 

As Foreign Minister, the Duce’s son-in-law was most frequently to 
be found not at his desk but rather beside the bar at the elegant club- 
house of the Acquasanta golf course, Rome headquarters of the créme 
de la creme of society. There and elsewhere, he held forth to what 
Bottai called belittlingly his circoletto.3* He also followed his father’s 
habits in accumulating funds, with his punting on Albania’s oil 
industry*? being a notorious accompaniment to Italy’s invasion of its 
erstwhile puppet in April 1939. A censorious contemporary from the 
armed forces dismissed him as ‘stocky, flabby, swarthy in colouring, 
with a night-club complexion and patent-leather black hair’. Ciano, 
the account ran on, ‘possessed the character and moral outlook of a 
professional gigolo. ... He was vain and giddy, utterly charmed with. 
himself, his own self-importance and success’.33 And yet perhaps, on 
occasion, Ciano can be assayed with a more forgiving eye. Certainly his 
celebrated diary*4 remains the best single source on Mussolini's Italy 
and much else besides; it is studded with conscious wit and less 
conscious insight. 

But what was such a person doing as the young man being 
groomed, it seemed, to succeed that rough and tough animale poco 
socievole, the Duce? If Fascism was a revolution designed to oust the 
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bourgeoisie from their haunts of power and to cut to ribbons their 
demeaning fondness for slippers and the quiet life, how could Ciano 
embody it? Was there ever anybody more bourgeois than he? The 
glaring contradiction of the son-in-law was never resolved; Ciano 
went to his death aged forty as punishment for being ‘Mussolini’s 
shadow’,> but one who, in the eyes of the Nazis and any other true 
believers in a universal fascist revolution, grotesquely distorted all 
that the Duce represented. Yet the young man may well have fulfilled 
an important role for the Duce, by the late 1930s confined more and 
more rigorously by the need to be or to appear ‘solitary’. At least for 
the Duce’s private self, some countering to the deluge of deification 
which washed over him came through such contradictory alter egos as 
the worldly Ciano and the vulgar Farinacci. (Rachele, who was always 
scathing about her effete, stuck-up, golf-playing, son-in-law, repli- 
cated at home many of the attitudes and ‘truths’ which Farinacci 
expressed in the political arena.) Somewhere in the cracks of such ties, 
in their blatant but unspoken contradiction, Mussolini could aspire to 
retain a sense of humour?° and an independent existence as a human 
being. A Mussolini could survive even his own charisma, knowing 
that on the borders of his own personality lay both a Farinacci or a 
Ciano. He could have been each but was neither. 

Even armed with this psychological escape clause, for Mussolini to 
be always the Duce was taxing. As he confessed in one moment of 
depression in 1938, he had become ‘a prisoner’ of himself, ‘of others, 
of events, of hopes and illusions’. Today, he went on, in words which 
must often occur to politicians but probably should be eschewed by a 
Duce: 


I must often think what I do not say, and say what I do not think. Yes, 
there is a real gap between the two Mussolinis. Sometimes it is 
profound and terrible. Perhaps, one day, one of the two will beg an 
armistice, break his sword and submit. I still don’t know which one.37 


Nevertheless, part of the job was to speak as though he were 
supremely confident all the time. In February—March 1937 he gave 
‘personal’ interviews to Ward Price of the Daily Mail and Webb Miller 
of United Press, designed not to reveal too much. His diet, he stressed, 
was composed of a sparing amount of meat, consumed infrequently, 
but lots of fresh fruit and vegetables. His two daily meals were 
‘peasant-style’. He drank neither tea nor coffee, and took only the 
occasional sip of wine, though, ‘like the last of the peaceloving 
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bourgeois’, he welcomed a camomile tea each afternoon. He did not 
smoke. He fitted in 30-45 minutes of exercise daily, and slept readily 
from II p.m. to 7 a.m. He worked 12-14 hours every day, and managed 
to read about seventy books each year, preferring ‘novels and history 
books. Classics and the occasional romance’; he also liked to stay up to 
date with the latest publications. ‘I read in French, German and also 
English’, he said. He enjoyed Verdi, Wagner and Rossini, but also liked 
jazz, especially when he could dance to it. The key to his life as an 
administrator lay in his ‘precision and diligence’ — ‘I boast that Iam a 
first class bureaucrat. I sack any collaborators who are disorganised, 
confusing and time-wasters’. He was, he concluded, a Taylorised 
worker. 


I have organised my activity through a division of labour, and a 
struggle against the dispersal of energy and other time-wasting. It is 
this that explains the volume of work I get through and the fact that I 
am never tired. I have turned my body into a motor, which is under 
constant review and control and which therefore runs with absolute 
regularity.3® 


In reality, of course, it was not quite like this, even though his under- 
lining of documents and his scribbling of his unmistakable ‘M’ on a 
page to indicate that he had read and absorbed a piece of information 
do show that he, unlike Hitler, was an assiduous executive. He shared 
with his German colleague an excellent memory,? especially for detail 
— he would tell a friend of his attention to ‘little things’, matters 
which, he said, were ‘like fleas that make you scratch your head’.*° If 
you did not deal with them worse would follow. His fondness for 
seeing visitors remained time-consuming, however, as he on occasion 
acknowledged.” It was politic for a Duce to be prepared for every new 
interview — young intellectuals were easily impressed if the dictator 
knew the title of their latest book,” and all visitors were especially 
happy if they were sent away with approval to do something, even if, 
generally, they would then have to work out how it might be done. 
But there were also perils, especially as the ‘sacramental’ side of 
Fascism became more arcane and intrusive. Starace had banned the 
handshake as effete, bourgeois and English, but Mussolini always 
shook hands with a visitor.8 In his uniform, haranguing a doting 
crowd from a balcony, Mussolini looked like a militant Duce. In his 
office, chomping an apple,*4 wearing a battered blue suit‘ or shirt- 
sleeves, and vainly doffing his glasses as the visitor approached,*” the 
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Fascist chief was reduced to being just another man in his fifties. As 
one disillusioned young visitor put it when he saw Mussolini engaged 
in ordinary work, he felt ‘defrauded of the mythical image of the 
Duce’ .4 

Being an unalloyed vehicle of charisma, ‘keeping the spectacle 
going’ for ever, ‘keeping people coming to the window to watch the 
parade’*#? had its treacherous aspects, and Mussolini was glad some- 
times to immerse himself less in public relations and more in 
‘policy-making’. In this regard, the months which succeeded the 
victory in Ethiopia demonstrated the complex nature of international 
politics in the late 1930s. Mussolini's belief in 1934 that Europe would 
stay quiet till 1937 proved overly optimistic. On 17 July 1936 generals 
in the Spanish Army launched a coup against their democratic govern- 
ment. They did not expect it, but the result was three terrible years of 
civil war, a conflict which would be understood by many contempo- 
raries as a straight fight between left and right, the cause of socialism 
or communism or liberal democracy in bloody battle with the ideals of 
Church, Army and international fascism. The major foreign partici- 
pant in this Spanish Civil War was Mussolini's Italy. How did this 
situation occur? 

The answer, at least in so far as short-term causation is concerned, 
is a case study in accident and in the limitations of charismatic deci- 
sion-making. From the moment the monarchy was ousted in 1931, 
Fascist Italy became the patron of the enemies of the Spanish Republic. 
Mussolini had denigrated the new regime from its inception: 


_ The Spanish Republic is not a revolution but a plagiarism. A plagiarism 
that arrives a good one hundred and fifty years late. To found a parlia- 
mentary republic today means using an oil lamp in the era of electric 
lights.5° 


Thereafter, a number of dissidents on the right could rejoice in subsi- 
dies from Rome, with such career officials as Guariglia, ambassador in 
Madrid 1932-35, and such Fascist bosses as Balbo enjoying the chance 
to patronise needy and grateful foreigners. The initiative in such 
matters rarely came directly from Mussolini,* who showed few signs 
of thinking of Spain as anything other than a far-off and backward 
country, of little significance either to the international fascist cause or 
the national interest.52 Moreover, José Antonio Primo de Rivera, son of 
the ex-dictator and ‘poetic fascist’ Jefe of the tiny Falange, was, by 
1933, one of those extremists who preferred the new model in Berlin to 
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the older dictatorship, once so admired by his father, in Rome.%3 
Guariglia encouraged Primo de Rivera junior to meet Mussolini, but 
the two were never close, even though, by June 1936, José Antonio 
could exploit part of the modest monthly fund of 1000 pesetas distrib- 
uted to Italy’s friends by the new ambassador, Orazio Pedrazzi.*4 

Although in the summer of 1936 Italian diplomats were alert to the 
likelihood of a rising against the embattled Republican government,» 
they had no ties with Francisco Franco, the commander of the army in 
Morocco and the man destined, largely by accident, to emerge as 
Caudillo of a ‘new’ Spain. The killing of right-wing politician José 
Calvo Sotelo on 13 July encouraged Pedrazzi, who had retired to 
summer quarters at the modish resort of San Sebastian, to predict that 
a pronunciamento was imminent.>° However, the actual rising took the 
Italians by surprise, even though Pedrazzi telegraphed his new 
minister in Rome that he was sure that any military dictatorship would 
possess ‘a distinctly corporative character and be highly anti-subver- 
sive’ .57 

It was Franco who petitioned Rome, sending his agent Luis Bolin 
there on 19 July, as well as speaking to the Italian military agent at 
Tangiers about a loan of aeroplanes in order to assist in the transfer of 
his troops across the straits of Gibraltar to European Spain.** Exiled 
King Alfonso XIII — Spanish monarchists had developed excellent 
contacts in Italy — also sent an appeal directly to Mussolini.5? To 
Franco’s disgust — he bewailed the ‘political myopia’ of Rome® — the 
Italian authorities at first rejected every request for help,®™ although 
the inexperienced Ciano flirted with the idea of approving some assis- 
tance.” 

When talking to Italian agents Franco grew effusive about his 
determination to establish a government of ‘the Fascist type’.® 
Whether or not won over by such evident special pleading, Ciano 
did agree that the planes were available, but he wanted to be paid 
for their hire up front. He also anxiously circulated his agents in 
Spain for their assessment of the possible success of the rising.® 
However, before that matter was fully plumbed, crucial secret infor- 
mation came through that the French were going to allow the private 
export of arms and supplies to the republican government, itself a 
‘Popular Front’, like that now ruling France.®° The French Prime 
Minister, Léon Blum, was said to have stated curtly: ‘I shall refuse to 
have any dealings with Matteotti’s murderer’, when contact with 
Mussolini was suggested,*? and, in response, Mussolini used II 
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Popolo d’Italia to condemn Blum rudely as ‘one Jew who did not 
possess the gift of prophecy’.®® 

The planes now took off from airports in Sardinia for what today 
might seem the easy hop to Spanish Morocco. But, Rome was soon 
hearing, only nine of the twelve got there.’ One ended in the sea and 
two crashed in French Morocco, where the pilots were arrested, there- 
upon unheroically confessing their mission. The French press, 
convinced by Ethiopia if not before that Mussolini was an interna- 
tional rapist, waxed wrothful. The Fascist press replied in kind, and 
was joined by Catholic papers long hostile to the Republic — 
Osservatore Romano thought the choice in Spain lay between 
‘humanity and those excluded from it.’ With no clear decision- 
making process and with no serious appraisal of the financial, political 
and economic costs and implications, Fascist Italy was allowing itself 
to intervene in a foreign civil war, an action which almost all diplo- 
matic history counselled against, and which military advisers 
opposed. On 21 July General Mario Roatta told his leader presciently: 
‘Spain is like a quicksand. If you stick in a hand, everything will 
follow. If things go badly, they’ll blame us. If they go well, they’ll 
forget us.’7" But such advice disappeared into the air. By early August 
Italian and German experts were meeting over such detail as the 
supply of petrol to the insurgent forces led by Franco.” By October 
Italian ground troops were stiffening Franco's armies as they began an 
unsuccessful assault on Madrid?3 — early in 1937 almost 50 000 ‘volun- 
teers’ were serving in Spain in the so-called Corpo truppo volontario or 
CTV, and they were bolstered by vast and expensive stocks of 
matériel.74 The Italian leadership had been sucked into becoming the 
major contributory foreign power to what would eventually in March 
1939 be Franco's bitter victory. By then official figures admitted 3819 
dead, about 12 000 wounded, the loss of 157 tanks and a cost of eight 
and a half billion lire.” 

The Italian version of the Spanish war became another link in the 
chain which was inexorably reducing Mussolini's freedom to 
manceuvre on the international stage as he himself found ever more 
compelling reasons to work with his German friends.” One contribu- 
tory factor was the Battle of Guadalajara in March 1937, begun with 
the boast that a small push by Fascist forces would see Madrid fall. In 
fact the Italian advance was stymied and then repelled in a defeat 
which, however partial, easily revived memories of Caporetto and the 
pervasive foreign stereotype of Italians as poor fighters. Lloyd George 
talked wittily about the ‘Italian skedaddle’.”” Less wry commentators 
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noted that interrogation of prisoners made it ‘abundantly clear that 
the Italian troops included not only Fascist Militia, but regular units of 
the Italian Army’,”8 a fact which mocked the official Italian line that 
they were not officially intervening in Spain. As in Ethiopia, Fascist 
actions confirmed Italy’s reputation as the worst of contemporary 
bullies. Even the Spanish populace were said to have transposed the 
meaning of CTV to Cuando Te Vas? (When are you going home?).”9 The 
Spanish general, Gonzalo Queipo de Llano, had already commented: 
‘The Germans behave with dignity and avoid showing off. The Italians 
are quarrelsome and despotic bullies’.8° Mussolini, who took the 
defeat as a personal humiliation,** may have assured Grandi in late 
March 1937: ‘there is no way that I shall withdraw any men from Spain 
until both the military and the political failure of Guadalajara is 
avenged’® and talked cruelly of ordering all Italian ‘Red’ prisoners to 
be shot,®3 but, in practice, Italy had suffered an irreparable propa- 
ganda loss. 

Among the Republican troops victorious outside Madrid were 
Italian members of the ‘Garibaldi brigade’, Anti-Fascists who had 
rallied to the leftist cause and chosen a name for their forces which 
contested the Fascist version of history and claimed the Risorgimento 
hero for their cause. Later historians would tally 3354 Italian volun- 
teers for the fight against Franco.*4 They were heartened by a slogan: 
‘Today in Spain; tomorrow in Italy’,® coined by the patriotic democ- 
ratic socialist, Carlo Rosselli, leader of an Anti-Fascist movement based 
in Paris and called Giustizia e Liberta (Justice and Liberty).°° Within 
Italy, organised opposition to the regime was still feeble, closely 
watched by Bocchini, depressed by the rallying to the nation over 
Ethiopia, and, as ever, divided into a variety of squabbling ideological 
factions — the Sardinian radical Emilio Lussu was right when he 
remarked that Italian enemies of Fascism had more reason to go to 
Spain than the Spanish Republic had need of them.§7 However, 
Mussolini, who was always hypersensitive to the merest hint of 
popular Anti-Fascism,** took the message that a real opposition still 
existed and was afraid. 

Action followed. On 9 June 1937 Rosselli and his brother Nello were 
bailed up while driving in Normandy, and then brutally stabbed to 
death by Cagoulards, members of one of the many French fascist 
groups.*? After the war a complex series of trials demonstrated that the 
killing had been sponsored by Ciano and his close friend and assistant, 
Filippo Anfuso. Some witnesses denied that Mussolini was directly 
involved, though it is hard to absolve him from some responsibility. 9° 
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In one way, the murder of the Rossellis was a recrudescence of the 
Fascist way to eliminate enemies, common enough before the regime 
settled down into its ‘totalitarian state’. In another, it showed that 
world-weary bourgeois 30-year-olds, prematurely in ‘power’, could 
plan murder as coldly as could any squadrist. Above all, the event 
indicated that savagery lurked not far beneath the surface of any who 
thought themselves to be ‘working towards their Duce’. 

Yet, all things are relative. One somewhat unlikely personage was 
reporting in 1937 that, among their other sins, the Spanish were 
unwontedly brutal. Just before the Battle of Guadalajara, Roberto 
Farinacci arrived in Spain, charged by Mussolini to meet Franco and to 
report on the civil conflict. He was unimpressed by what greeted him. 
Franco, he found ‘timid’ and manifestly ‘lacking the qualities of a real 
condottiero’. Worse, he warned, the Caudillo was ideologically unpre- 
pared: 


He has no precise idea of what the Spain of tomorrow should be like. He 
is interested only in winning the war, and then for a long period after in 
how to impose an authoritarian, or, better, dictatorial government to 
purge the nation of all those who have had any contact, direct or indirect, 
with the Reds. 


Franco did not understand corporatism and had no desire to embrace 
the working class. His friendship with Italy was quite possibly insin- 
cere and he had not abandoned a residual Anglophilia. As fighters, the 
insurgent forces were in no hurry and were indifferent to the appalling 
daily death toll. ‘To tell the truth, Red and Nationalist barbarity is 
equal. It’s a contest between massacres, almost become a sport.’ But, 
then, such brutality was what could be expected of the Spanish, 
Farinacci concluded. General Emilio Mola, who seemed brighter than 
Franco, talked cheerfully of eliminating ‘one million Reds’, once the 
victory was his.% Italy, the ras of Cremona feared, had been dragged 
into a vicious and imponderable world, with values foreign to its 
own.” 

Another reason why Mussolini was so annoyed about the setback 
at Guadalajara was that, in the very days of the battle, he was 
engaged in what was meant to be a triumphant tour of Libya, his 
second visit to that colony and the last which he was fated to make 
to an intact empire. On 18 March 1937 in a ceremony at Tripoli, he 
unsheathed the ‘Sword of Islam’, promising that Fascism would 
defend its Moslem subjects and help them to greatness.°3 What, 
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then, had been happening in the Fascist empire since the fall of 
Addis Ababa? 

In July 1936 Mussolini had instructed Marshal Graziani, appointed 
‘Viceroy of Ethiopia’, that he should adopt ‘a systematic policy of ter- 
ror and extermination against rebels and any in the population who 
favour them’ .94 Six months later the Duce felt able to announce the ‘inte- 
gral occupation’ of Ethiopia: ‘the gigantic Italian expedition’ there, he 
boasted, had been ‘a masterpiece of ardour, military science and polit- 
ical skill’, and now victory was won.% But Mussolini's timing was again 
unlucky. On 19 February 1937 Ethiopian partisans lobbed ten or more 
grenades into an official group celebrating in the capital the birth of a 
son to Crown Prince Umberto. At least 30 people were injured, among 
them Graziani. In reaction, the local Fascist chief, Guido Cortese, told 
his men they had three days to ‘destroy and kill and do what you want 
to the Ethiopians’ .% Estimates of the resultant carnage vary from 3000 
to 30 000 deaths,” with the history of colonialism suggesting that the 
lower figure is an underestimation. Fascists also took pains to murder 
the monks at the monastery of Debra Lebranos, ‘sacred to the nation’, 
and to burn the holy records of Ethiopian history conserved there. 

Genocide might seem to have been in the wings. Graziani could 
contemplate it, but in time was discouraged by the Duce.%* Indeed, this 
outbreak of rage was followed by greater calm. In December 1937 
Graziani was replaced by the somewhat surprising choice of Amedeo, 
Duke of Aosta, the head of the cadet branch of the royal dynasty. 
Aosta was thought to favour closer ties with surrounding British 
colonies,’°° and he certainly gave Italian imperial rule more of an 
English or a military than a fanaticised fascist air. Some of the arriving 
bureaucrats were also anxious to emphasise the propriety of their 
career choice and differentiated themselves from ‘the Fascists’, whom 
they deemed corrupt, brutal and incompetent.’ Mussolini himself, 
typically enough, let matters ride. 

Actually, times were not good for the ‘development’ of Ethiopia. By 
1941 only some 3200 Italian peasants had settled there and, despite the 
greatest possible restraint in government expenditure, the Fascist 
administration ran at a loss. The more honest colonial officials were 
soon noting that the locals knew far more about what was really going 
on in any settlement than did the colonial ‘masters’.'? In the back- 
blocks of Ethiopia, with unreliable communications to the next town, 
let alone Rome, the servants of Fascist empire, like many another 
metropolitan bureaucrat cast into the heart of Africa, sought to make 
do in a perplexing world. 
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Again Farinacci was Mussolini's most direct and honest source on 
the failures of the new empire. In December 1938 he sent his leader a 
devastating ten-page report of a visit he had made to Africa Orientale 
Italiana (AOI), as the united colonies of Eritrea, Somalia and Ethiopia 
were called. There was, he began, a yawning gap between the promise 
of the empire and the men who had actually arrived there. Among the 
leaders the only serious activity was backbiting, with each man 
saying: ‘if only Mussolini knew and saw what was going on’. Waste 
and corruption were endemic. ‘Too many people, too many business 
firms, suck criminally from the breasts of the madre patria.’ Officials 
set themselves up in luxury, while ordinary immigrants and common 
soldiers were reduced to living in huts with the Ethiopians. ‘In so far 
as budgetary matters are concerned, I have the impression that, down 
there, no one understands or wants to understand anything.’ Real 
experts like Volpi or Cini should be deployed to assess the problem. 
But there was no reason to be optimistic. ‘If everyone keeps telling you 
that things are fine, they actually engage in the grossest betrayal of 
you and your tireless work.’ If Farinacci were to be believed, the 
building of a serious empire in this place where Roman legions had 
never trod before had scarcely begun. 

Farinacci’s news about corruption, exploitation and infighting ought 
not to have surprised Mussolini. One individual who sought to do well 
out of empire was Ferdinando Boattini of Predappio. Police reports into 
his activities noted that Boattini had only joined the Fascist party in 
1936 and soon thereafter had gone to AOI. There, he organised a trade 
in skins, smoothing his path through his contact with Rachele 
Mussolini and Edda Ciano, to each of whom, in April 1937, he grate- 
fully gave five prime quality leopard skins in return for a right to pur- 
chase four Fiat trucks for his transport needs in the empire." It was 
alleged that Boattini had made a profit of 3 million lire on his deal, keep- 
ing 500 000 for himself and distributing the other five-sixths among 
his helpful but somewhat greedy contacts. When the war began 
Boattini also knew how life worked. Called up on 3 January 1941, 
within five days he was comfortably ensconced in Bologna hospital, 
and had arranged a complete discharge by 18 January. He retained his 
ties with Rachele, and they were of further use in the summer of 1942, 
when Boattini was picked up by the carabinieri when they disturbed 
an illegal gambling ring at Predappio. ‘Her Excellency Donna Rachele’ 
intervened in his favour and the zealous arresting officer was promptly 
transferred from Forli to a distant posting at Cefalu outside Palermo.” 
This poor policeman’s lot was indeed an unlucky one. 
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But then stories of corruption were always hitting the Duce’s desk. 
In 1937 the most public one precipitated a violent quarrel between De 
Bono and Lessona, each in his time-Minister of Colonies. Lessona, who 
had risen to prominence in Fascist Italy amid stories of dubious busi- 
ness deals and lubricity’ and who also possessed contacts with circles 
near the monarchy, was thought to have pressed Mussolini to drop De 
Bono as military commander in Ethiopia in favour of Badoglio."9 The 
openness of Lessona’s attacks on De Bono induced the latter to appeal 
to Mussolini and so display nakedly the nature of patron—client rela- 
tionships during the Fascist regime. The matter most under debate was 
the contract approved over a road constructed between Massawa and 
Asmara, which Lessona alleged to have been tainted. De Bono was 
outraged, besieging Mussolini with missives asserting his own probity 
and demanding that the Duce intervene on his behalf. In February 
1937 Mussolini responded by declaring: 


I am sure that Marshal of Italy De Bono is above suspicion. From the 
very beginning I shall punish anyone who dares to spread calumny 
about him. If the road from Massawa to Asmara was sent for tender 
without the proper bureaucratic formalities, that was occasioned by my 
orders because it was necessary to hasten matters in order to win the 
war. 


If, he added, there had been cost over-runs, the issue could be judged 
by the ‘competent authorities’,"° in other words be sent off to one of 
those classic bureaucratic reviews destined never to report. 

The dispute did not end with this sage Mussolinian intervention, 
however. By July 1937 De Bono, who had also been Chief of Police 
during the Matteotti murder, minced no words in another of his letters 
to his leader. He had waited and waited, he fumed, and now: ‘I’m 
stuffed about being taken for a fool, and it is you [De Bono used the 
familiar ‘tu’ form in corresponding with the Duce and underlined the 
more emphatic parts of his prose] who have taken me for a fool and 
abused my goodness. Given my limitless and affectionate devotion to 
You’, De Bono continued, ‘on which I trust I am casting no doubt, I 
have put a brake on my emotions. But now my cup runneth over; I am 
at the end of my tether. I have menially drunk too much olive oil and 
it has brought on intestinal inflammation. Enough.’ The plotting of so 
‘vile, crude and sinister’ an individual as Lessona was what could be 
expected of him. But perhaps Mussolini had not reckoned with the 
fact that ‘in my veins there is not a drop of servile blood and neither 
in my heart nor in my kidney is there a grain of fear. I repeat to you 
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once more what I have already said and written: I am afraid of nothing 
and nobody. I am also ready for anything and you should not marvel 
at what I can do’. His enemies were many; Balbo and De Vecchi were 
pulling the strings behind Lessona. However, remembering the 
Matteotti affair, Mussolini should concentrate on him. 


It is you who has the obligation to look after me who has always been 
really one of your men. Hence if you don’t do anything, I shall find 
justice for myself in a way that is most secure and convenient. It would 
be well for you to have no doubts about it. I shall act when I see fit and 
do so exclusively in my own interests." 


As he reiterated in a subsequent letter, if matters did not go his way, 
Mussolini would soon see how the ‘good’ De Bono could become 
‘bad’. 

The threats, however empty they may have been — Mussolini told 
an acquaintance that De Bono was an old and embittered boor™3 — did 
have some effect. Lessona was dropped as a minister and reduced to 
being a professor of political science at Rome university. His appeal for 
ennoblement was rejected, and his wife was left to complain on her 
tapped telephone that the family had been driven to sack their maid 
and cook and were facing penury.’4 Although Lessona tried direct 
protests of his own to the Duce, he was not destined to recover office."5 

While the conflict was at its height, a police report told Mussolini 
that the affair was viewed in elite society with ‘disgusted stupor’,”° 
but, for the Duce it seems merely to have been further proof of the 
weak and sinful nature of humankind. After all, Mussolini had long 
believed that the world was divided into ‘friends’ and enemies. His 
off-the-cuff conversations were much given to defining men as 
‘friends’, with that elastic category including the Duke of Pistoia, 
Preziosi, E.M. Gray, Volpi, painter Mario Sironi, Ezra Pound and a 
number of others.’ Police reports continued to remind Mussolini that 
not all ‘friends’ were reliably faithful, however. Balbo, for example, 
back from Libya for a while and staying in the opulent surrounds of 
the Hotel Excelsior in Rome, was overheard complaining about a 
gamut of matters which ran from Fascist brutality in Spain, to the 
inadequacy of the Corporate state, which, he said, in practice was 
overwhelmed by bureaucrats whose mentality was a world away from 
that of genuine workers. Balbo added his view that the fault lay in the 
fact that officials were appointed from above. ‘T tell you very frankly 
that I prefer elections for a number of reasons, including public order. 
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Elections act as a thermometer, and measure the temperature of public 
spirit.’"* The Governor of Libya, it seemed, alternative in many eyes to 
Ciano as imaginable successor to the Duce, had reverted to being a 
liberal and, if these words meant anything, no longer sounded like a 
sword-bearer of the Fascist revolution, but rather one who was 
working away from his Duce. With these and other reports before 
him,™9 and with his meetings with the studiously cynical Bocchini 
continuing almost daily, no wonder that Mussolini was entrenched in 
his belief that ‘man is an absurd animal’”° and that choosing a good 
man was about as likely as winning the lottery." No wonder, too, that 
he soldiered on with his accustomed administrative work, privately 
sceptical about whether his regime had changed the behaviour 
patterns and attitudes of its subjects. Coping with foreign affairs, 
however complex and menacing, might well seem a relief compared 
with the task of imposing the doctrine of totalitarian Fascism on 
Italians. 

As Mussolini’s own directive of 30 December 1934 had promised, 
once the empire was conquered, his attention would shift back to 
Europe and its now recurrent international crises.? While Ethiopia 
and then Spain had occupied the headlines, what of the Anschluss, 
what of Germany, Nazi Germany? What, too, of ‘universal fascism’? 
Was the Italian model going to be the political system which domi- 
nated the twentieth century, as Mussolini boasted it must? 

In regard to this last question, there were quite a few superficial 
grounds for optimism. Rightist dictatorships were no longer restricted 
to Italy — indeed, in 1938-39 the betrayal of Czechoslovakia was to 
eliminate the last State in Europe which, apart from Britain and that 
Atlantic fringe running from France to Sweden, preserved some 
semblance of liberal democracy. One new dictator had taken power in 
Greece, where, in August 1936, General Ioannis Metaxas, with royal 
approval, had swept aside surviving liberal constitutionalism. 
Mussolini hastened to send his endorsement of the coup, urging 
Metaxas in characteristic phrasing as soon as possible: 


I. to organise a single governing party. 2. to create a single organisation 
of Greek youth. 3. to create a single organisation of employers and 
workers, recognised by law and entailing a collective work contract 
with legal standing. 4. to create a dopolavoro on the Italian model.”3 


There have been many complex, not to say baroque, attempts to define 
‘fascism’, but, in 1936, this simple formula (plus a role for the 
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dictator-Duce) might reasonably be accepted as Mussolini's version of 
what his ideology and its ‘revolution’ meant. 

Mussolini also suggested that this list should be adopted in Austria, 
where, however, Schuschnigg never expressed friendship for Italy 
with quite the warmth that Dollfuss had done and where the fully 
‘authoritarian’ regime which Italy desired failed to materialise.’*4 Even 
the Germanophobe Suvich, in one of his last attempts at summarising 
Italy’s diplomatic options before he lost office in July 1936, admitted 
that the Austrian situation was ‘difficult’.*5 In early June 1936 
Mussolini met Schuschnigg at the Rocca delle Caminate and assured 
him that ‘Italy’s attitude in regard to Austria is unchanged’. Over- 
friendly talks between Schuschnigg’s supporters and Austrian Nazi 
sympathisers were, he warned, a modus moriendi.”° He similarly 
informed the British that they should not be alarmed by the appear- 
ance of a thaw in Italo-German relations which was merely prompted 
by events. None the less, the tone of the relationship between the two 
dictatorships was changing, and no sooner had he met Schuschnigg 
than Mussolini told his ambassador in Berlin, with a striking reversal 
in metaphor, that, ‘in great part’, he was now favourable to Austria 
fixing on a modus vivendi with Germany.”’ It was as well to have come 
to such a conclusion, because, on 11 July, an accommodation was 
reached between the two Germanic powers, suggesting at a minimum 
that Schuschnigg had accepted a fate which would see his country 
drift ever more obviously into the Nazi orbit. 

Confronted by such a prospect and by the surviving reluctance 
among the British leadership, and especially by Eden, to acknowledge 
that Italy had conquered Ethiopia,”* Mussolini slackened his efforts to 
preserve an anti-German front. “The two beauties’, as a wry bureau- 
crat denominated the Duce and Fiihrer,”9 were entering each other’s 
field of force. It was true that Mussolini continued to assure any who 
would listen that absorbing Ethiopia was the task in hand for Italians 
who could therefore again be listed among the ‘satisfied peoples’ .°° 
However, at virtually the same time, he lectured Fascist officials on the 
need to reignite the spirit raised by successful war and underlined the 
requirement that ‘we develop our policy of economic autarchy as far as 
possible’.3' By September 1936 Mussolini was telling the Austrian 
Foreign Minister that Italo-German relations had steadily improved 
since the Germans had refused to join the sanctions bloc. Now, 
between the two countries, a ‘parallelism’ was growing in the interna- 
tional arena. How long would it last? That, said Mussolini, depended 
on Britain, since France’s internal crisis had reduced it to a country 
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with which dialogue was presently impossible. Italy was concerned 
that Britain and Germany would come to some arrangement. But then 
Spain was also hardening the ‘parallelism’ (Mussolini repeated the 
term) between Rome and Berlin. ‘In Spain, Germany and Italy are 
acting in accord, with both backing the Francoist revolution.’ Later 
that month, his sentiments had firmed further. It would be good for 
him to go on an official visit to Germany as the Nazis were suggesting. 
Such an event, he surmised, ‘will be clamorous. It will represent the 
meeting of the Chiefs of two similar movements and philosophies’. It 
must be fully prepared, since it would ‘signal not just the solidarity 
between the two regimes but also [the adoption of] a common policy 
by the two states which must be clearly delineated towards East and 
West, South and North’ .%33 

In fact the first visitor was Ciano, who, at this stage of his career, 
was a fervent advocate of closer ties with Germany. On 24 October 
Ciano met Hitler at Berchtesgaden and the two happily agreed on the 
perfidy of the British — Ciano had brought a dossier prepared by the 
Italian secret service in proof of the malevolence of London towards 
the Nazi regime — and on the need to oppose Bolshevism. Ciano stated 
that now was the time for Italy and Germany to ‘become more active’, 
and ‘move over to the attack’ in their dealings with the liberal demo- 
crat states. ‘The Mediterranean’, he said, 


is an Italian sea. Any future modification of the balance there must tilt 
in favour of Italy. So Germany should have freedom of action to the East 
and the Baltic. By orienting our mutual dynamism in exactly opposed 
directions, we shall avoid any conflict of interests between Italy and 
Germany.™ 


The inexperienced Ciano, who, despite his pose of world-weariness, 
was easily star-struck, had gone very far. He was not, however, 
checked by his father-in-law. Rather, on 1 November in a speech 
delivered from a podium set up outside the Milan Duomo, Mussolini 
proclaimed in words destined to become famous: the ‘entente’ now 
reached between Germany and Italy was ‘not a diaphragm, but rather 
an axis around which all European states, animated by a desire for 
collaboration and peace, can revolve’. Britain, he added, must accept 
that, though the Mediterranean sea might be its road to India, for 
Italians it represented ‘life itself’. Italy could not endure suffocation 
there. Mussolini also took occasion to re-assert Fascism’s revolutionary 
thrust. Both anti-communism and _ nti-capitalism were its 
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watchwords: ‘We are not those who embalm a past. We are those who 
anticipate the future’. Fascism was building a ‘real civilisation of 
work’, in which the corporate system would soon reach ‘its definitive 
realisation’ .*35 

Historians differ in their interpretation of what was happening by 
the end of 1936 to Italian or Mussolinian foreign policy. Italian diplo- 
matic historians, who tend to be influenced by old or new nationalism, 
often argue that the accommodation between Germany and Italy was 
the fruit of ‘realism’ and reflected the pursuit of traditional national 
interests rather than being the product of ideological similarity or 
dictatorial will.3° Macgregor Knox, by contrast, sees the Axis as ‘a 
goal for which Mussolini actively strove’ from January 1936, if not 
before, as part of his unquenchable purpose ‘to smash the European 
balance’ and constitute ‘an Italo-German revolutionary alliance 
against the West’ .37 

The evidence suggests, however, that each of these views is too 
extreme. It is true that the Fascist Italy which now was engaging in 
rapprochement with Nazi Germany was a state that, from time to time, 
jostled the status quo. In 1937-38 Mussolini and Ciano cheerfully 
slipped subsidies to the fascist Rexists in Belgium,%° and to anti- 
British nationalists in Malta,39 Egypt™° and other more far-flung parts 
of the British empire.“ They continued to back Croat terrorists in 
Yugoslavia and began to contemplate converting Albania from a client 
state — in 1936, Mussolini defined it as ‘an Italian province without a 
prefect appointed to it’? — to one under direct Italian rule.“8 They 
talked portentously to each other about how Switzerland lacked a rosy 
future, given the utterly Italian character of the Ticino.“44 They 
laughed together when Mussolini declared that the English were 
people ‘who think with their bums’ and that the United States was a 
‘country of niggers and Jews’, with which real mutual comprehension 
was out of the question.5 They agreed as well that Italians could only 
be kept up to the mark by being regularly engaged in fighting™® and 
that local capitalists were given to fearfully protecting their profits 
rather than heroically contemplating war.’ 

Nor did these sentiments merely amount to chat. Despite occasional 
murmurs about Francoist tardiness, ingratitude™® and bloodiness,™9 
Italy continued to be the power most involved in Spain. Because of 
that and its other activities, between 1935 and 1938 Italy spent almost 
as much of its gross national product on military matters as did 
Germany and around double the percentage of Britain and France.*° 
From 1934 to 1940 the military and colonial budgets took 51 per cent 
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of Italian government expenditure.’* Besides, Mussolini on a number 
of occasions stressed his determination to avoid giri di valzer (about- 
turns at the waltz), the term which had become associated with 
Liberal Italy’s diplomatic inconstancy in pre-1914 Europe. 

All the same, somewhere beneath the strenuous verbiage, oscilla- 
tions continued. Was Italy now fanatically anti-communist? Perhaps. 
Certainly, when dealing with the Germans, Mussolini, Ciano and 
others of the Fascist leadership did not forget to say so. Moreover, the 
purges did prompt Mussolini to condemn the USSR as a place of 
‘famine and terror’ which only a ‘cretin’ could admire."3 As if in proof 
of a new commitment to international anti-communism, on 6 
November 1937 Italy joined with Germany and Japan in the Anti- 
Comintern pact’ and curtailed what had been, until 1936, relatively 
warm bilateral Italian—Soviet relations.%4 Apologetics in the Fascist 
press which, until only a few months before, had continued to wonder 
if the USSR was evolving in a nationalist, corporative and ‘fascist’ 
direction,55 now ceased. Yet, somewhere beneath the surface, an Italo- 
Soviet rapprochement remained imaginable. It is striking that, when 
Ribbentrop came to Rome for the Italian accession to the Anti- 
Comintern pact, Mussolini talked to him less about the USSR than 
about Spain, Austria and the Mediterranean. Fascist Italy was a prac- 
tical member of the anti-communist alliance and not one driven by 
ideology alone.'° 

Had Italy, at the same time, become the sworn enemy of Britain and 
its empire? When Mussolini was impressing Ciano, it sounded as 
though Italy had ‘inevitably’ joined the anti-British bloc, and such 
talk possessed the further advantage in that each could outbid the 
other in being mean about ambassador Grandi, who, they were given 
to complain, had turned half-English.” Back in April 1936 Mussolini 
had already told Grandi that the sanctions campaign had left Italians 
with a profound hatred of Britain: ‘we are now launched, and we shall 
overthrow anyone who endeavours to stop us, both with force and 
with diplomacy’.5* The Axis showed where diplomacy could lead. 
Likewise, the quarrel with Eden remained personal and profound (on 
both sides), and Mussolini and his colleagues rejoiced when, just 
before the Anschluss, the Foreign Minister fell. Dealing with the 
British Prime Minister, Neville Chamberlain, who acceded to his office 
in May 1937, was, however, another matter. Grandi, Ciano and the 
Duce were ready to listen to sounds of the appeasement of Italy deliv- 
ered by such personal agents as Adrian Dingli, a lawyer, and Sir 
Joseph Ball, a Tory party bureaucrat.%® According to Grandi, 
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Chamberlain had expressed the wish for a ‘totalitarian’ solution to 
Anglo-Italian quarrels."°° The Prime Minister himself wrote directly to 
the Duce of his desire for an accord, summoning in his support the 
ghost of his brother, Austen, who, he said, had always viewed 
Mussolini as ‘a good man to do business with’. 

In response, Mussolini was ready to concede that the interests of the 
two states were not in fundamental collision, ‘either in the 
Mediterranean or elsewhere’ .*°? For the moment an accord was neither 
reached nor ruled out,’ but Italy continued to be the most bumptious 
of the powers involved in Spain, where the misnamed ‘Gentleman’s 
agreement’, signed in January 1937 between Britain and Italy to limit 
intervention, was ostentatiously ignored by the latter. Moreover, in 
December Italy announced its intention to leave the League of Nations, 
with Mussolini excoriating ‘the Geneva Sanhedrin manceuvred by 
occult forces against our Italy and our revolution’.4 The Duce’s words 
were growing ever more rumbustious and, seemingly, ever more 
Nazified, but, as yet, nothing irrevocable in fact separated the once 
‘traditional friends’. Their future relationship would be governed not 
so much by their own actions as by what Nazi Germany was to do to 
Europe over the next months and years. 

The most dramatic sketch of a new course in Italian foreign policy 
was painted by Mussolini during his first official visit to Germany 
from 25 to 29 September 1937. That trip culminated in a speech which 
Mussolini gave in German, haltingly as well as in a downpour before 
an estimated crowd of 800 000 people in Berlin. He spoke of the simi- 
larities between the Fascist and Nazi systems which were, he stated, 
actually ‘the greatest and most authentic democracies existing in the 
present day world’.*5 The Germans had pulled out all the stops in 
trying to impress the Italian dictator,"°° and they succeeded. None the 
less, the Duce as yet made no definite commitments, and Goebbels was 
left to remark that everyone would have to ‘wait and see’ what was to 
be the long-term effect on Italo-German relations."*7 Mussolini did, 
however, return home proclaiming that he was now more sure than 
ever that ‘the future of Europe will be fascist’.®° 

What, then, by the end of 1937, was Italy’s exact line on Austria? 
After all, the issue which Mussolini and his advisers had long 
regarded as fundamental for Italian diplomacy was the Anschluss. 
Already in November 1936, the Duce underlined to his cabinet the 
‘implacable’ and ‘historic’ nature of Austrian ‘hatred’ for Italy.°9 Here, 
it seemed, was a client which could never learn gratitude. As if in reac- 
tion, in April 1937 when Mussolini again met Schuschnigg, he 
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proffered the contradictory message that ‘Italy still pursues its direct 
policy to maintain the independence and integrity of Austria, 
synchronising and harmonising this situation with the Rome—Berlin 
Axis.’ Europe, he added, was ‘characterised by the political existence 
of two blocs which have come into being automatically out of ideolog- 
ical commonality’ and through joint work in Spain. Nevertheless, 
aware of Austrian clericalism, he explained with another twist in his 
argument, the two totalitarian states were distinguished on the reli- 
gious question: ‘We are Catholics, proud of our religion and respectful 
of it. We do not accept racial theories, especially when they are given 
legal consequences. Even our economies are not the same.’ What 
Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany did undoubtedly share was ‘the same 
enemies! di? 

Mussolini was regularly fond of crafting his words to suit his audi- 
ence. However, his last phrase may have been a telling one. It does not 
mean that the Italo-German friendship was only caused by accident, 
since international Anti-Fascism had been largely prompted by the 
violence and aggression of Nazi Germany, Fascist Italy and those minor 
fascist movements which were still plotting their track to power. But it 
does mean that Mussolini and the rest of the Italian leadership still did 
not positively endorse an Anschluss. They did not regard it as a clear- 
ing of the decks which could permit further mutual aggression. Rather, 
the problem of Austro-German relations was, for Mussolini, another 
case of shutting his eyes and hoping that, somehow, the worst would 
not happen. So, early in 1938 he told Ciano that Austro-German union 
was inevitable but that he preferred that it be delayed.” As late as 27 
February Mussolini, characteristically reviewing the Austrian ques- 
tion by making a numbered list of the key factors involved, was still 
convinced that ‘it is in the interest of Italy that Austria remains inde- 
pendent’. Such interest, he added, was not so great that it should be 
defended militarily or by ‘a complete reversal of our political relation- 
ship with Germany’. Since Italy did not possess the power to stop the 
Anschluss — Mussolini continued to be impressed by reports of the 
overwhelming Germanophilia within Austria’? — then Italy must 
ensure that it did not suffer from an Austro-German union. Ominously, 
he noted, ‘the mass of Germans will weigh on the Brenner and that sit- 
uation can have hostile ramifications’ .'7 Despite the Axis, Italian diplo- 
macy was still facing in more than one direction, with Ciano listening 
to friendly noises from the new Yugoslav strongman, Milan 
Stojadinovic, and remarking brightly that Italy could always establish 
a ‘vertical Axis’ to balance its existing ‘horizontal’ one." 
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Events, however, were destined to outrun such scheming. Although 
Goering among others had promised that Germany would never act in 
Austria without previous mutual agreement with Italy," on 10 March 
1938 Hitler decided that it was time to move against Austria. An inva- 
sion force crossed the border on Saturday 12 March. The day before 
the Fiihrer had sent Mussolini a handwritten note arguing that the 
situation had become impossible and that the Duce would not have 
behaved differently ‘if the destiny of Italians was in play’. The 
Brenner, Hitler pledged, was the permanent border between the two 
nations — ‘this is a decision which I have not come to in 1938 but rather 
immediately after the end of the First World War and I have never 
made a mystery about it’.17 When Italy did not react, Hitler sent a 
shorter message stating simply: ‘Mussolini, I shall never forget this.’177 
The next day, Mussolini replied politely that his tolerant reaction was 
an expression of the friendship between the two countries ‘conse- 
crated to the Axis’.'7® His colleagues, however, found him grumpy at 
events."79 His speech to the Chamber, justifying the act as ‘pre- 
destined’, was embarrassed, especially when he urged that ‘for us 
Fascists, all borders are sacred. They are not discussed; they are 
defended’.*° To Ciano he confessed that the Anschluss, though 
‘inevitable’, gave him no pleasure and would be bound to be followed 
by a German push against Czechoslovakia, Switzerland and Belgium, 
in that order."** Italy would have to adapt its policy to such a rocky, 
but potentially rewarding, future and, in the interim, Mussolini 
ordered a speeding up of the construction of border fortifications in 
Italy’s north-east.** Ciano noted that he and his father-in-law were 
now bombarded with anonymous letters bewailing the Anschluss and 
Italy’s craven acceptance of it.*3 Some later commentators thought 
that in March 1938 Italy lost its independence and the history of ‘real’ 
Fascism came to an end.™4 

The pace of international relations continued to accelerate as one 
crisis lurched into another, with Nazi Germany always acting as the 
disturbing power. It was a sign of the new times that American ambas- 
sador William Phillips reported that Mussolini seemed to be losing his 
English;*5 his world was more and more circumscribed by Berlin. In 
April the Duce may have complained that a recrudescence of German 
nationalism in the Alto Adige, if backed by Hitler, could see the Axis 
‘blown sky high’, and he may have then talked also about reaching an 
accommodation with the British.° Some of his journalists may have 
continued to stress that, even if the Anschluss had been only ‘logical’, 
Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany were by no means identical regimes."*7 
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But subtle solutions were becoming less and less available to Mussolini 
and his regime. 

The next crisis followed hard on the heels of the Anschluss. In early 
May Hitler came on his second visit to Fascist Italy, a much more cele- 
brated figure than he had been in 1934."* It was true that the trip had 
its down-side — as constitutional head of state, King Victor Emmanuel 
III was thrust into the Fiihrer’s company too often for the contentment 
of either. It was said that the King asked Hitler unavailingly how many 
nails could be found in the German infantry boot, and then illustrated 
his own pedantic knowledge of detail by explaining that in the Italian, 
there were 74 (22 in the heel and 52 in the sole)."*9 In 1942 Hitler was 
still recalling that he had ‘never seen anything worse’ than the 
lugubrious courtiers he met."?° The Vatican was also touchy about the 
visit, with Ciano agreeing to eliminate the Via della Conciliazione 
outside St Peter’s from Hitler’s parade in Rome, when Pius XI made 
difficulties about providing illumination for one he condemned as ‘the 
greatest enemy of Christ and the Church in modern times’.” 
Meanwhile knowing Germans laughed at an Italian military exhibi- 
tion in Naples where quadrupeds vastly outnumbered tanks," while 
Bocchini took the occasion to sound out Nazis whom he thought might 
be in the know on the exact nature of Hitler's relationship with Eva 
Braun. In regard to more serious matters, the Germans were fobbed off 
when they hinted at the creation of a full-scale military alliance with 
their Axis ‘partner’ .'% 

Once back from his Italian tour, Hitler, as in 1934, was spurred to 
act, with the victim this time to be Czechoslovakia. The German army 
was ready with an invasion plan but, in the event, they were frus- 
trated when the Czechs proved determined to resist. Although 
Mussolini told Ciano that he had detected the Fiihrer wearing rouge 
during his visit in order to ward off his habitual pallor and the two 
agreed that meeting Ribbentrop was a vexing experience, Mussolini 
also stated that, if war broke out over the Czechs, he would enter the 
conflict ‘at once on the side of the Germans’. 

The pledge was, of course, merely verbal and, during the summer of 
1938, the Italians did not concentrate on the continuing cold war 
between their German friends and Czechoslovakia. On 19 August 
Ciano was astonished to hear that the Nazis were preparing for mili- 
tary action sometime in the next month.%5 Although Mussolini 
speechified against ‘Czecho-Germano-Polish-Hungaro-Rutheno- 
Romano-Slovakia’,"° when he reappeared in the international 
limelight during the latter stages of the Munich crisis, he was reduced 
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to acting as Hitler’s second. He did confide to Ciano that, if war 
between Germany on the one side and the USSR, France and 
Czechoslovakia on the other resulted, he would stay neutral, but he 
would enter a conflict if Britain did, since, he averred, in a full-scale 
ideological conflict, ‘Fascist Italy cannot stay neutral.’%7 With a cava- 
lier failure to plumb the issue, he even said that he welcomed the 
prospect of Japanese intervention in a general crisis, whether or not 
such a move brought in the United States.* At the same time, Alberto 
Pariani, the Under-Secretary for War, conforming to the new belief in 
Blitzkrieg, lightly urged the ‘large scale use of gas’, even against 
modern fortifications, though he and his fellow soldiers had made no 
attempt to assess the likely military, let alone the political, value of 
such an act. In practice, luckily for Mussolini and the rest of the 
Fascist leadership, the Munich crisis did not debouch into war.’ 
Rather, the Duce, for the last time seeming a statesman of global signif- 
icance, became the conduit for the ‘plan’ which finally resolved the 
conference peacefully, even if Ciano noted that his chief was in a bad 
mood during the last discussions in Munich because he was ‘bored by 
their vaguely parliamentary air’.?°° 

In reporting Mussolini’s return from Munich, Fascist photographic 
journals displayed a Duce who was ‘the Saviour of Europe’, and among 
the crowds true believers carried placards saying: “Duce, you are the 
father of humanity." Mussolini himself talked about bringing home 
‘peace with justice’, and Italians celebrated as they had not done since 
the conquest of Addis Ababa. The hailing of their leader was so over- 
whelming that Mussolini reacted against it.°? Back in February he had 
formally adopted the goose-step,?°3 with the comment that ‘it is a step 
which the sedentary, the fat, the stupid and the so-called shorties [his 
audience would have recognised an impolite reference here to King 
Victor Emmanuel III] will never be able to manage. We like it because 
of that. Our adversaries’, he went on belligerently, ‘state that this 
parade-step expresses an authentic militarism. We are happy about 
that.’?°4 Yet, in October 1938 the Italian masses were evincing anything 
but a militarist urge as they rejoiced at the preservation of peace in 
their time. Mussolini, it seemed, would have to find yet another issue 
through which the people could be mobilised as new men and women. 
It was time for Italy, as never before, to go racist. 
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The approach of a Second © 
World War, 1935-1939 — 


iG: July 1938 Mussolini met the prominent Italian anthropologist 
Guido Landra' and disclosed some personal news. The Mussolinis, 
the Duce stated, were ‘Nordics’. They had nothing in common with 
the French; instead they shared a lot with the English and the 
Germans. As proof, Mussolini cited the marriage of Edda to a ‘Tuscan’ 
and Vittorio to a ‘Lombard’. These choices, the Duce said, were demon- 
stration ‘of the constant instinct of his family [to ally with] people who 
were purer from a racial point of view’. Talk about being ‘Latin’ or 
‘Mediterranean’, he added, broadening his theme, must now cease in 
his country, and be replaced with a privileging of the ‘Aryan’. 
Romanita could, however, remain a feature of a newly mobilised 
Fascist Italy. 

There were many ironies in this attempt by the Italian dictator to 
read his family history in racial terms. After all, it was not so long 
since Mussolini had derided the ‘anti-scientific drivel’ of the Germans, 
itself based, he then took pleasure in pointing out, on the ideas of ‘the 
Frenchman Gobineau’.3 In those days he had cheerfully told his 
acquaintances that Hitler was ‘a muddle headed fellow. His head is just 
stuffed with philosophical and political tags that are utterly incoher- 
ent’.4 Following words with action, in the early years of Nazi persecu- 
tion the Duce allowed some 3000 German Jews to find sanctuary in 
Italy.5 In 1936 he was still capable of intervening personally to support 
foreign Jews whom he regarded as ‘friends’. Historian George Mosse, 
member of a wealthy and distinguished German-Jewish family with 
wide-ranging publishing and newspaper interests, half-remembered 
Mussolini at that time ringing his mother in Florence to assure her that 
she and her family ‘would not be touched and ... could stay as long as 
[they] liked’.® 


The approach of a Second World War, 1938-1939 


Even so, over the previous couple of years Mussolini had been talk- 
ing more dismissively of the Jews than ever before — in November 
1936 he suggested to his cabinet that it was time to introduce racial 
matters into Fascist discourse and doctrine.’ One notable radicalising 
influence was foreign press hostility to the Ethiopian war; the Duce 
began to notice a large Jewish presence among such commentators. As 
he told Paul Einzig, an economist still friendly to the Fascist regime: 
“World Jewry is doing bad business in aligning itself with the Anti- 
Fascist sanctions campaign against the one European country which, 
at least until now, has neither practised nor preached Anti-Semitism.’® 
Already in 1935 the police demolition of a Giustizia e Libertad cell in 
Turin had revealed quite a number of Jews among its members, while 
in Paris? Carlo Rosselli continued to provide combative leadership of 
the non-communist wing of the Anti-Fascist cause. 

Rosselli was murdered during the Spanish Civil War, and that con- 
flict, which pitted the forces of ‘order’ against those of ‘subversion’, 
gave extra impulse to contemplate the role of Jews in leftist revolu- 
tionary movements, beginning with Marx himself. Mussolini's perpet- 
ual sensitivity to what was happening in France, that country which 
had once been his ideal and never ceased to be his measuring stick, 
was further exacerbated by Léon Blum’s leadership” of the ‘Anti- 
Fascist’ Popular Front and by the prominence, at least according to the 
Fascist press, of French leftists in giving comfort to the Republican 
side. Mussolini's attitudes and reactions were not unique. After all the 
Jesuits’ journal Civilta Cattolica, impassioned in its commitment to the 
Francoist cause, praised the Anti-Semitic legislation so far introduced 
in Germany, blessing the assistance given to the Insurgent ‘crusade’ by 
the Axis." For many Europeans at the time politics were reducing to a 
choice of two. If Jews were detected on the Left, Anti-Semitism fol- 
lowed automatically on the Right. On almost every contemporary 
horizon, there were issues — the deepening quarrel with the British 
over the Mediterranean,” Spain,% the noisy attacks on the Jews in 
Germany (and the rise of a more public Anti-Semitism in Poland, 
Romania, Hungary, each a country with which Fascist Italy had 
friendly relations) — which demanded that Mussolini focus on race. 

One specifically Italian concern epitomised this situation. In the 
aftermath of the Ethiopian war, the young historian Emilia Morelli 
suggested that the real message for Italians was to unite ‘against one 
enemy only, the foreigner’,“ but the acquisition of empire added a 
problem beyond the simple one of xenophobia. Mussolini was not the 
first to raise the matter, but, as he complained to Ciano in January 
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1938: ‘the behaviour of many of our men is making the natives lose 
their respect for the white man’. Two months earlier he had firmly 
instructed the Duke of Aosta to impose ‘racial discipline’ on the 
Italians resident in the empire. A sense of racial hostility towards 
‘blacks’ could draw on a long history in Italy as elsewhere — it could 
rely on a ‘mass base’ in a more profound fashion than was true of Anti- 
Semitism."7 In the years after 1936 there was quite a lot of discussion 
about the racial ramifications of empire and exclusionary legislation 
began to be developed there (though scarcely by the direct edict of 
Mussolini). However much sponsored by the spirit of the times, ideas 
about specific racial legislation entered the Italian agenda through 
Addis Ababa. 

In March 1937 Mussolini used his visit to Libya to proclaim a posi- 
tive policy towards the Arab inhabitants of his empire and their ethnic 
cousins elsewhere, whose ‘Pan-Arab’ nationalism made them Anti- 
British and therefore pro-Italian on the ancient principle that the 
enemy of my enemy is my friend. This policy, even if pursued some- 
what erratically, had racial implications of its own, since Jews had 
constituted more than a quarter of the population of Tripoli at the 
moment of Italian occupation” and, after 1922, local Jews remained 
rich and influential. They got on especially well with Balbo when, in 
January 1934, he arrived as governor with the aim of launching a 
major immigration scheme for Italian peasants and generally mod- 
ernising the colony. Though fans of modernity, Libyan Jews were sus- 
picious of Arab nationalism,*® and so the formula which had made 
Mussolini speak of befriending local Arabs contained potentially men- 
acing implications for local Jews. 

At the end of 1937 it was still possible to be sceptical as to the real- 
ity of a full-scale Italian conversion to Anti-Semitic racism. Ciano jot- 
ted into his diary the allegation that Italy’s Jews feared that he had 
been persuaded by the Nazis to persecute them. ‘Wrong’, he com- 
mented. 


The Germans have never raised the matter with me. Nor do I believe 
that we should unleash in Italy an Anti-Semitic campaign. The prob- 
lem just doesn't exist here. The Jews are few and, but for some excep- 
tions, good. Moreover, it is never a good idea to persecute the Jews as 
such, since an act like that will provoke solidarity among all the Jews 
in the world. They can be struck by lots of other mechanisms. But, I 
repeat, the Jewish problem just doesn’t exist here. Perhaps, in small 
doses, the Jews are needed by society in the way that yeast is needed 
in bread.?! 
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It may well be that Ciano was writing out in more detail the sentiment 
earlier expressed by his father-in-law that he did not really like Jews, 
but that this dislike did not convert him into a practising Anti- 
Semite.” Befitting the curious mutuality of their relationship, on 
February 1938 Mussolini almost repeated his son-in-law’s words back 
to him, stating that he did not want to foment trouble where none 
existed. On this occasion, however, there was a hint of menace at the 
end of Mussolini’s remarks. He intended to pour cold water on those 
fanatics enflamed by Anti-Semitism, he said, ‘but without quite 
putting the fires out’.*3 The mobilising power of racism, displayed 
every day more starkly in Nazi Germany, could, the Duce was half per- 
suaded, assist him and his cause. In October 1937 Mussolini had asked 
one of Landra’s young assistants to prepare a full-scale academic brief 
on the Jews of Italy from the point of view of ‘racial science’.*4 Not 
quite ready to ape Nazi Germany, Mussolini was none the less giving 
greater indication than before that he might be won over to the view 
that some form of Italian Anti-Semitism was possible and necessary. 

And so he flew a kite about the matter, publishing anonymously in 
Informazione diplomatica an article which he told Ciano amounted to 
‘a masterpiece of Anti-Semitic propaganda’.*> He began with another 
denial that Italy was ‘on the point of initiating an Anti-Semitic pol- 
icy’ .?° He went on to argue that the best solution would be the creation 
of a ‘Jewish state’, adding, however, that it could not be in Palestine, 
an Anti-Zionist conclusion which Ciano seconded, since, otherwise, 
the young Foreign Minister could not ‘safeguard our relations with 
the Arabs’.??7 But it was in the last paragraph of his article that 
Mussolini really ventured onto new ground. The Fascist regime, he 
stated, did not want the influence of Jews, and especially immigrant 
Jews, to become ‘disproportionate’ .** How to check such excess, for 
the moment he left to the imagination of his readers. 

As the diplomatic crisis moved its epicentre from Austria to 
Czechoslovakia, Mussolini's oratory grew shriller about many aspects 
of Italy’s relationship with the world. On 14 May 1938 speaking at 
Genoa from a podium constructed to resemble the prow of a battle- 
ship, Mussolini told Italians, in what would become another of the slo- 
gans of the last years of the regime, Chi si ferma é perduto (Whoever 
stops is lost). To drive his people on, he invoked the xenophobic 
vocabulary first coined by the Nationalists and now in greater circula- 
tion, urging that ‘foreigners’ misunderstood Italy when they maun- 
dered on about the greatness of its past; any real friend of Italy should 
instead be alert to present evidence of ‘arms and work’.”? On q July, 
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before an audience at the ‘new town’ of Aprilia, he excoriated what he 
rudely called ‘the great demoplutocracies’; they were, he added flatly, 
the ‘enemies of Italy’.3° The new tone of exasperation in his words 
worried members of the Italian establishment, but Mussolini, taking 
his temerity one step further, now told Ciano (of all people) that the 
‘defeatist’ bourgeoisie needed to be brought into line by a ‘third wave’ 
of Fascism. The Duce even declared himself determined to establish,a 
network of ‘concentration camps’, where life would be made tougher 
for inmates than it was for those currently in confino. The path to such 
places, he said truculently, would be lit by ‘a pyre of the writings of 
Jews, Masons and Francophiles’. ‘Jewish writers and journalists’ were 
to be banned. ‘The revolution’, he argued a little tardily, ‘must now 
make its mark on the habits of Italians’. They must stop being ““sym- 
pathetic”, and instead become tough, implacable, hateful. In other 
words: the bosses’ .3! 

For once, the Duce was not just sounding off. On 14 July the regime 
published what was called its ‘Manifesto of Racial Scientists’, a docu- 
ment to the writing of which Mussolini himself made major contribu- 
tion.3? Additionally, to choose Bastille Day on which to publish this 
document, which rejected so much of the Enlightenment with its opti- 
mistic comprehension of humankind’s potential, was yet another fla- 
grant attempt by the Duce to counter the moral and intellectual 
superiority which he always knew resided in Paris. In the Mussolini 
manner, the document was arranged as a list of ten points, a set of 
commandments inscribed from on high about race. Among key sen- 
tences were the statements that ‘the people of Italy are of Aryan origin 
and their civilization is Aryan’, and that ‘the Jews do not belong to the 
Italian race’ (and neither did other ‘Orientals’ or ‘Africans’). Despite 
the overwhelming evidence of the rich historical variety of Italians —a 
matter regularly admitted by Mussolini in the past and not always to 
be denied in the future — he now argued that ‘a pure “Italian race” is 
already in existence’ and that the vast majority of this stock had 
inhabited the Italian peninsula ‘for thousands of years’. In a subse- 
quent piece in JI Popolo d’Italia, Mussolini hammered home his 
themes: ‘To call ourselves Aryans means to declare ourselves as 
belonging to a group historically defined by race; [we belong to] the 
Indo-European group, the ones who have created world civilization. 
Without a clear, certain and omnipresent racial consciousness, 
empires cannot be held. This is why some problems which were once 
left in the shadows have become of burning relevance since 3 October 
1935 [the date of the invasion of Ethiopia]’.3 
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With their opinions illuminated in this way, the Fascist press swung 
behind their Duce. In La Vita Italiana, Preziosi took the occasion to 
argue that he, too, had been always right, by providing a list of quo- 
tations illustrating that Mussolini had been driven by a sense of race 
since at least 1921.34 To signify his approval of this reinterpretation of 
his life story, Mussolini set aside his previous dislike and formally 
received Preziosi who, in edifying homage, presented the Duce with a 
complete set of the journal.3> Giuseppe Bottai characteristically tried 
to intellectualise the new policy. Italian racism involved more than just 
‘science’, he wrote. By rejecting materialism, it could up-date that 
strand of humanist thought which ran from Machiavelli through 
Mazzini to Mussolini. ‘The real bases of Italian racism in fact are and 
must be eminently spiritual, even if they fortunately spring from some 
purely biological data.’ Racism should be deployed to resist Jews (‘the 
General Staff of international Anti-Fascism’) and Africans.3° It could 
simultaneously eliminate that ‘idiot and criminal, mainly foreign, 
pseudo-literature’ — for Bottai, too, Nationalist words were now refur- 
bished — which depicted Italians as ‘sentimentalists, undisciplined, 
indolent people, tied to the idea of dolce far niente’. The Fascist intelli- 
gentsia, Bottai charged, should mobilise itself to bruit these matters 
from the Alps to the islands.3? The regime had taken on a new cause, 
and its impulse must start in the schools, extending from there to all 
aspects of Fascist education.3® 

When the broad brush was abandoned and some effort made to 
examine the detail, the theory of Fascist racism remained confused — 
no one could clarify just what voluntarist racism might mean and how 
such voluntarism could intersect with the history of an allegedly pri- 
mordial Italian race. Similarly the dilemmas of imperial rule, an avoid- 
ance of miscegenation in the empire and Anti-Semitism were regularly 
intermeshed without explanation or justification. The assertion that 
Fascism had always been racist was unconvincing, except in the sense 
that every European society, and certainly the liberal democratic ones 
in Britain and France, carried the potential to be overtly racist. The 
nervous reiteration of the idea that Italy was acting independently and 
not demeaning itself by mimicking its German Axis friend — a claim 
disbelieved by the populace whatever the press said39 — and the asser- 
tion that the Italians needed again to be radicalised so that a Fascist 
revolution could at last be carried through were equally riddled with 
contradiction. Mussolini’s own uneasy demand that ‘concentration 
camps’ spread across Italy — a decision weakly carried out in practice” 
— was as much proof as was needed that he had grown restlessly 
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envious of the once junior ‘fascism’ in Berlin and was seeking to force 
his Italy to catch up with its neighbour (in a way bearing comparison 
with the desire of Crispi and others in the Liberal era that their Italy 
adopt policies which might convert it into a really Great Power). The 
Nazis themselves were surprised by the swift Italian adoption of racial 
ideas (and secretly astonished that so racially corrupt a people could 
be so bold), but Nazi influence had indeed trickled down into Italy. , 

Whatever the exact role of the German model, in August— 
September 1938 while the Munich crisis beset Europe Mussolini's 
attention was in great part directed at proselytising his racial ‘revolu- 
tion’ at home. There, the very inchoateness (as well as the inhumanity) 
of the ideas were precipitating opposition, and there were few things 
which annoyed Mussolini more than overt criticism. Back from a tour 
of duty in Libya, Balbo took the opportunity to moan to Ciano about 
the German alliance and about what Starace was doing to Italy and the 
Fascist party. When the son-in-law maliciously hastened to pass on the 
news of such truant attitudes to the Duce, then holidaying at Riccione, 
he set off a tirade from his father-in-law. If Balbo ‘moved a finger’, 
Mussolini swore that he would arrest him. Balbo was not the only nag- 
ging problem, however. Autarchy must be made more ‘intransigent’. 
The Monarchy was a sagging weight on the regime. The royal family 
might have to be eliminated and the occasion could come with victory 
in Spain. ‘Italy will never be Prussianised enough’, concluded the 
Duce (showing by his word choice that he had not understood the 
modernity of Nazism). ‘T’ll never leave the Italians in peace even when 
I’m six feet under’, he concluded, with a belligerence which at least 
impressed Ciano.” 

And then there was the Pope, who had long been a severe critic of 
Nazi Germany and was now put out of countenance by Italian Anti- 
Semitism. ‘A nod from me’, Mussolini boasted, ‘and the anti-clerical- 
ism of the people can be set flowing. They swallow with difficulty the 
idea of a Jewish God’. ‘It is for this reason’, the Duce continued, evi- 
dently enjoying the sound of his words, that ‘I am a Catholic but an 
anti-Christian one’.® A few weeks later, again trying very hard to be 
wicked, he suggested to Ciano that the Jews might be despatched to a 
concession in Somalia, an area ‘with lots of natural resources which 
the Jews could exploit. Among the rest, a shark-fishing industry 
which would be especially good because a lot of Jews could be eaten 
up’ .44 

To diatribes in his study were added speeches to the people. In the 
middle of September Mussolini journeyed to the north-eastern 
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borders. In these areas his subjects had not altogether salved their 
wounds from both the First World War and the conflicts of the 
Risorgimento, and hostility to Germany had a mass base (and had been 
a crucial catalyst of ‘border fascism’). Mussolini’s major speech was 
delivered at Trieste — a Slovene onlooker remembered, despite her best 
efforts to remain detached, how ‘irresistibly magnetic’ the Duce 
appeared amid the cheering crowd. After running over the historical 
background, Mussolini loudly justified the German alliance. If the cri- 
sis over Czechoslovakia lurched into armed conflict, then ‘Italy's place 
has already been chosen’ at the Germans’ side, the Duce affirmed. 
Having so carelessly opted for war, Mussolini switched his commen- 
tary to the main domestic debate, which was about race. The ‘racial 
problem’, he maintained, had not arisen suddenly. Rather, it was a 
necessary part of imperial rule where race carried precise implications. 
But, he abruptly added, the Jewish question lay at the heart of the 
issue. If Fascism lowered its guard, Jewry, a piratical crew, were per- 
petually ready to board the Italian ship of state and sack it. Action was 
needed. Therefore, the regime was moving to a ‘policy of separation’, 
although exceptions would be made for Jews with ‘irreproachable mil- 
itary or civil merits’, either to Italy or Fascism.“ 

In practice, a process of the legislative exclusion of Jews from 
Italian life had begun, with the banning of foreign Jews from schools 
on 3 August.47 Peace at Munich did not arrest this campaign. In a 
speech to the Grand Council on his return from Germany,** Mussolini 
was even more insistent in demanding a combined attack on the bour- 
geoisie and the Jews. Telling Bottai that he had been meditating on the 
Jewish question since 1908 (and so readjusting his own history with 
his usual aplomb),42 Mussolini argued that the classical Romans had 
been racists to a man. All of Italian history, he went on, needed to be 
understood as the story of a race which was Aryan of the 
Mediterranean type, purely so’. It had been ‘mathematically certain’ 
(in that favourite phrase which almost always signified statistical 
imprecision), he explained, that the British and the French would not 
fight for Czechoslovakia, since they were spiritually hamstrung by 
their declining birth rates and racially exhausted. Italians, by con- 
trast, could be ‘militarised’ further, and they would be.5° When, on 12 
November, the news of Kristallnacht arrived, Mussolini announced to 
Ciano that he ‘unconditionally approved’ the murderous Nazi pogrom: 
‘He said that if we were in an analogous situation, we would do the 
same’ .* However, the next day (perhaps in receipt of information that 
Italian opinion was disgusted by events in Germany),>* he backed off 


341 


ry 
Mussolini 


a little, describing the fine imposed by the Nazi government on the 
Jews as ‘absurd’ and worrying about the tendency of the German 
regime to pick a fight with the Catholic Church. The Axis, he warned, 
could not survive if the Nazis moved against German Catholics with 
the same ferocity as they had attacked their Jews.® 

There were familiar suggestions here that Mussolini had not 
plumbed the nature of German racism. However, Fascist Italy still 
moved ahead with its own version of a war against the Jews. On 17 
November legislation was promulgated in the style of the Nuremberg 
laws.54 The first clause began: ‘marriage of an Italian citizen of Aryan 
race to a person belonging to another race is prohibited’. There fol- 
lowed detailed measures entailing the exclusion of Jews from the mil- 
itary, education,® banking and insurance, the bureaucracy and Party, 
and any but small-scale business and agriculture, bans which were to 
some extent weakened by a series of exemptions for those who had 
served the nation and Fascism, and their families. A press campaign 
proceeded. Telesio Interlandi,5° Preziosi’s rival as the country’s most 
durable racist and preacher of the idea that ‘the intimate logic of 
Fascism’ was racist,5’ was given his own fortnightly, La difesa della 
razza (Defence of the Race), to edit. He attracted to his staff such 
youthful Fascists as Giorgio Almirante, a man who, during the post- 
war era, was to be the leader of the neo-fascist MSI.°* Italy had indeed 
gone racist and, to some degree, it stayed that way until Fascism fell. 

Yet, just as the arguments launched by the Duce and others with 
such fury were fretted with hypocrisy and confusion, so the practice 
of Italian Anti-Semitism and other forms of racism was never tempered 
into steely consistency. Italy’s road to Auschwitz was not just twisted, 
but studded with detours. Until 1943 Italian Jews were persecuted in 
ways which they had not imagined when, in considerable majority, 
they approved Fascism; they were not, however, killed. Back in 
August 1938 Farinacci, yet again, had tried to get his leader to exam- 
ine the reasons which lay behind policy. He began in inimitable style 
by softening up the Duce with a delicious rumour that the Pope's 
mother was Jewish — what a laugh that would be, Farinacci pointed 
out in his rowdy way. One nod from the Duce and he could unleash a 
press campaign from Cremona that would make the Vatican blush.°‘9 
But Farinacci had other, more serious, issues in mind. What did racism 
mean in Italy? “To be frank’, he stated, 


I have never been persuaded by the anthropological line on the racial 
question. Rather the question is overwhelmingly political. Indeed, Iam 
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even more convinced than before that, when scientists are brought into 
political matters, they only compromise the situation. In the arenas of 
philosophy and science, it is always possible to argue; where reasons of 
state arise, one must just act and conquer.®° 


Not for Farinacci doubtful claims of Aryan blood coursing through the 
veins of his own family; rather, he preferred the practical approach 
(claiming it was naturally Fascist). 

To be sure, there was a complication in Farinacci’s rough and tough 
comprehension of racial theoretics. Like many Italians, Farinacci had 
‘his’ Jew, a loyal secretary named Jole Foa. The ras of Cremona 
objected to the idea that she be removed from his office. She was, he 
explained with no sign of embarrassment, about fifty, a spinster who 
looked after a sister; she was capable and efficient, a good worker. 
Summarily to sack her would create a bad impression. ‘I am happy to 
approve the extermination of all the Jews’, Farinacci wrote in his usual 
vein, ‘but before getting to the humble and innocent, we must start by 
striking those at the top’. 

This idea of being merciful to an extensive list of special cases easily 
entered Italian minds” — perhaps it was part of what has been termed 
the ‘banality of good’.® Certainly the possibility of exception and 
exemption was the opposite face of Farinacci’s advice to be racist 
tactically, and not out of fanatical ‘scientific’ belief. For all his lucubra- 
tions about the quality of Aryan blood possessed by the Mussolinis, 
the Duce did not really demur, or did not do so with any consistency. 
Despite the angry fervour of his words in 1938, he had not been con- 
verted into an acolyte of racism in the German style. Instead, his 
understanding of life remained complex, even within the Villa 
Torlonia. In his own home, he acknowledged late in 1941, by which 
time the Germans were imposing the final solution in the territories 
they had seized from the USSR: “My sons staunchly protect their 
Jewish friends. They threaten to provide a bed for them in their own 
rooms unless these friends are allowed to emigrate or otherwise can 
legally and durably find a settled place for themselves’ within Italy. In 
any case, Mussolini meditated in a self-justification of his paternal 
weakness which would not have been heard with much patience on 
the Eastern front, a little bit of Jewish blood would do future Italians 
no harm. Moreover, he could ‘never forget that four of the seven 
founders of Italian nationalism were Jewish’.4 Envy at German mili- 
tary success and humiliation at Italian military failure no doubt fed his 
continuing private deprecation of Hitler, but it was the Fiihrer’s 
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fanaticism about racial ideology which made Mussolini think of him 
still as a man with ‘an abstruse brain’, who resembled ‘a quack or mar- 
ket-square philosopher’.® Besides, his sons may have hinted when 
they spoke up for their Jews, had not the Duce behaved the same way 
as they did or Farinacci wanted to do? In November 1938 Margherita 
Sarfatti had been spirited away from Italy and, later, with the direct 
assistance and advice of her old lover, was taken from Portugal to sanc- 
tuary in the USA. Mussolini may have talked racism, and done so 
with special vehemence when he was trying to convince himself and 
others that Italy had become a stalwart brother-in-arms of Nazi 
Germany. But, after a raft of Anti-Semitic legislation in 1938 and some 
follow-up in 1939, the pace of official persecution in Italy slowed. 
Moreover, on race, as on so many other issues, the official line adopted 
in ‘legal Italy’ was not always followed in ‘real Italy’; whatever the 
case may have been among Germans, the Italians showed few signs of 
being the ‘willing executioners’ of Jews. 

To absolve Mussolini from any responsibility for the Holocaust as 
some Fascist nostalgics have done® is absurd. To understand him as a 
philosophically convinced Anti-Semite or any form of racist? is 
equally implausible. As Farinacci had the gumption to reveal, Fascist 
racism was more opportunist and short-term than fanatical. It was as 
hollow as were many other aspects of Mussolinian administration. 

This hollowness was revealing itself more and more as the 1930s 
drew to a bloody close. One of the few Fascists who almost always 
tried to work towards what he imagined were the ideas of his Duce, 
Starace had been an innovative Party Secretary, introducing a series of 
measures designed to radicalise the populace. In June 1936, the sabato 
fascista or Fascist Saturday promised a weekly mobilising parade or 
sporting endeavour and, the next year, legislation was introduced to 
ensure that any bureaucratic job could only be gained by an applicant 
who was a member of the PNF.7' Starace tried to amend Italian linguis- 
tic habits by banning the usage of the polite form Lei, somewhat iron- 
ically condemned as a Spanish accretion, and requiring its 
replacement by the second person plural voi.” He was seconded by 
such ex-Nationalists as the distinguished geographer Giotto Dainelli, 
eagle-eyed in a way more familiar among French linguistic purists 
about ‘foreign’ hotel names and other unhealthy influences from 
beyond the border. There were some droll results. The President of the 
Touring Club tried to argue that the origin of the name of his organi- 
sation lay in the Latin words globus and tornus.2 The owners of the 
Hotel Anglo-Americano in Florence had a sisyphean task. In 1940 they 
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changed the name of their hostelry to the Albergo America; in 1941 to 
the Regina; in 1943 to the Mercurio and in 1944 back to the Hotel 
Anglo-Americano.” 

In this jousting with words, Mussolini's main role was to coin still 
more of the slogans which Starace tried to make the political equiva- 
lent of those advertising jingles that were already becoming such a 
brain-numbing part of the universal triumph of consumerism. 
Mussolini, the leader who was always right, had persuaded his people 
they were lost if they halted; they must live their day as lions and not 
waste a century as sheep, but above all they must believe, obey and 
fight. Con libro e moschetto, fascista perfetto (With book and rifle, per- 
fect Fascist), they must proclaim: Noi tireremo diritto (We shall forge 
ahead). Stimulated by the sounds of such chanting, the Duce now at 
least verbally opted for the most ‘totalitarian’ line on the majority of 
issues. Starace apart, his most enthusiastic aide was Bottai, who in 
November 1936 had replaced the blustering De Vecchi as Minister for 
National Education. Bottai came up with a slogan of his own, even if it 
was not the catchiest. ‘The school’, he pronounced, ‘acts as the ther- 
mometer of the moral life of the country.’” To further this revived inter- 
est in the verbal control of Italians, in 1939 Bottai published La carta 
della scuola (The Education Charter),” its title portentously echoing 
that of the Carta del Lavoro of the previous decade. Education, he pro- 
claimed, had remained a redoubt of the ‘bourgeoisie’, but now at last 
it could be taken from their hands and placed under the control of the 
Fascist state and people.”’ Like racial policy, he explained, this switch 
was another natural result of the conquest of empire.7’ Education was 
the essential tool for forging newly imperial men and new women. It 
was what allowed Mussolini to preside over a ‘permanent revolution’ .79 

In spite of such fervent words, somehow the battle to create a Fascist 
culture was in retreat. The new generation of educated youth was watch- 
ing American films and reading American novels,®° as well as consum- 
ing in the American manner when they got the chance — Edda Ciano, a 
highly contradictory social model for young women near the elite, 
learned, when posted with her husband to Shanghai, that it was chic 
to drink Coca-Cola. Out in the countryside, illiteracy remained com- 
mon*— Fascist educational policies to overcome this traditional scourge 
were feeble compared with those adopted in the USSR, for example. 
Starace’s dumbing down, which so annoyed sections of the elite still 
self-conscious about their intellectuality, was too literary for many peas- 
ants, whose cultures had been scarcely amended by two decades of 
Fascist ‘revolution’. Both ‘above’ and ‘below’ the Fascist thrust was 
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growing blunt. How did the Duce react to this plethora of evidence 
about the gap between Fascist theory and practice? 

A member of the Grand Council remembers Mussolini's deepening 
‘anger’ during these years.*3 This emotion, always been a prominent 
part of the Duce’s reaction to life, was now enhanced by a frustration 
at the evidence, coming both from within Italy (and within his own » 
family) but most irritatingly from Germany, that he had not been an, 
iron-hard engineer of human souls.*4 And some of the recipients of the 
perpetual rancour were unimpressed. Vito Panunzio, the son of a lead- 
ing Fascist ideologue, remembers, for example, how by 1938-39 he 
and his university friends became given to complaining heretically 
about Starace and the German alliance. They were also distressed by 
Mussolini's evident contempt for humankind, mutinously wondering 
if ‘their’ Fascism might not prove better than ‘his’.*5 The police still 
functioned with great efficiency and there was little evidence as yet of 
a popular revival of Anti-Fascism,*° but, as the Danzig crisis deep- 
ened, there was a feeling that the regime was running out of steam. 
Mostly, the new flaccidity was blamed on ‘the Fascists’ (especially the 
sweatily unattractive Starace) and not Mussolini.*’7 However, in 
the secrecy of his diary, one intellectual recorded the rumours that the 
Duce rang the doctors every day to check on his health and that his 
prowess as a swimmer was less than officially claimed.** Although the 
official verbiage about the Duce’s ‘bronzed physique’, ‘rippling mus- 
cles’ and Stakhanovite work-rate grew ever more intense,®9 some- 
where, in some minds, the thought was planted that this god might 
have feet of clay. 

Nor were doubts about Mussolini's sporting skills the only issue. 
Turned 55 in July 1938 the Duce was indulging his sexual peccadilloes 
for some to see. For those in the know, the problem of the Petaccis was 
becoming insistent. During the balmy summers of 1938 and 1939 the 
family took up residence in the delightful setting of the Grand Hotel at 
Rimini (which director Federico Fellini was to fill with meaning in his 
magnificent film study of Fascism, Amarcord). At this opulent retreat, 
the Petaccis were conveniently near the Duce’s holiday house just up 
the Adriatic at Riccione and rumours were soon circulating about the 
coquettish way Claretta reacted when summoned to the phone by her 
lover.°° In her golden recollections prompted by the experience of 
imprisonment in 1943, she recalled one dawn when they had met on a 
deserted Adriatic beach, and he had called her ‘Baby’ and said he 
loved and adored her: “You are the most beautiful part of my life. You 
are my youth’, she remembered him saying.” Worse than her gushing 
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were the scape-grace activities of her brother Marcello, who brazenly 
organised his success in surgery exams through ‘recommendations’ 
rendered unchallengeable by his tie to the Duce. So ruthless was he in 
the matter that he earned himself the craven approval of professors 
chosen to assess him and a wry commentary from the bureaucrats who 
facilitated and recorded proceedings.” His loutish behaviour in Rome 
had also won him notoriety; an incident in which his dog had bitten a 
journalist on the ear was reported with ostentatious anonymity in I/ 
Messaggero.° An air of ‘corruption’ had never dissipated from Fascist 
Italy, but, as the regime and the Duce aged, venality and lubricity 
spread. 

If control over the people’s thoughts was not total, what of the legal 
bases of the regime and its ideally permanent revolution? The crises of 
the late 1930s prompted another examination of the very constitution 
of the Fascist state. Did it need amendment? The official answer to this 
question was yes; the revolution must be given new impulse every- 
where. Indeed, since September 1924 at Mussolini’s behest a weari- 
some series of commissions had examined Fascism’s institutional 
structure.% Repeatedly, their reports were barren. Only in March 1939 
did action ensue, when the Chamber of Deputies was abolished and 
replaced by a Camera dei fasci e delle corporazioni (Chamber of Fascist 
branches and corporations). The members, however, remained largely 
as before and, in still odder compromise, the Senate survived una- 
mended. Descriptions of the new structure as ‘real democracy’® were 
unconvincing, as was Mussolini’s justificatory observation that ‘the 
Senate is Roman, but the Chamber is Anglo-Saxon’ .% The Duce’s ver- 
sion of permanent revolution, it was increasingly plain, was more a 
story of his own permanent sense that the rest of humankind was not 
made in his own image (an arrogance which only partially cloaked his 
own sense of inadequacy and root fear that Fascism had never quite 
achieved the intellectual rigour of that socialism he had abandoned so 
long ago). 

The place of the King was a further topic for discussion, with 
Mussolini privately belittling the monarch as another who symbolised 
the unheroic character of Italians and who was lukewarm about the 
Axis — on a number of occasions Victor Emmanuel did counsel against 
it,9” largely on the old soldier’s classic ground that the allies in the last 
war should be eternal. In March 1938 the quarrel deepened between 
monarch and Duce when it was suddenly announced by Costanzo 
Ciano that Mussolini was to be raised to the rank of Primo Maresciallo 
dell’Impero (First Marshal of the Empire), a post without precedent 
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and with at least potential semi-regal implications.®* Mussolini was to 
be the official commander of the Italian military in wartime, a task pre- 
viously reserved for the King. ; 

Victor Emmanuel made plain his regret at this loss of royal preroga- 
tive, provoking Galeazzo Ciano and Starace to careless talk about the 
need to establish a Fascist republic some time in the future.9? Mussolini 
took evidently malicious pleasure in transmitting to the King a report 
by a Fascist jurist justifying the legality of the new position which ‘I, 
however much a layman, consider exhaustive’.*°° For all that, content 
as so often at having made a gesture, the Duce soon let his relationship 
with the King slip back into its old groove. Years before he had said 
that the two shared a bedroom but without a double bed in it,"" and it 
was not a bad definition of what had been and remained their rela- 
tionship. Each man sought refuge in a misanthropy and a misogyny 
which only deepened over time — Mussolini must have nodded when 
he heard that the King believed women were ‘only good for mending 
socks and taking to bed’' and that the monarch esteemed the Chief of 
General Staff, Badoglio, a man with ‘the brains of a sparrow and the 
hide of an elephant’. Bottai may have thought he had found a clever 
formula when he talked about Victor Emmanuel having become the 
‘King of a Totalitarian State, embodiment of an organised people’,"™ 
but monarch and Duce each went on suspecting that, just like every 
product of humankind, words were dross. 

Duce and Emperor were at one also in their mutual dislike of priests. 
The last years of the pontificate of Pius XI, who died on 10 February 
1939, produced some tension between Church and State. In his 
encyclical Mit brennender Sorge of January 1937 Pius had attacked the 
Nazi regime, condemning it as the near equal in evil to communist 
Russia as a state, an ideology and a morality. Fascism was always 
exempt from this condemnation: the Church leadership did not 
endorse the ‘model of fascism’, but Pius XI rejected the racial cam- 
paign, was doubtful about the Axis and not chary of letting his objec- 
tions be known to Mussolini. In reaction, the Duce gave frequent vent 
to his dislike of the Pontiff and was peevish in his refusal to mourn the 
Pope's death; the Vatican, he implied, was too puny to win much 
recognition from a granitic warrior like himself.'°> None the less, the 
elevation of Pius XII was welcomed among the Fascist leadership,’ as 
it should have been, given the new Pope’s family background in Italian 
high finance, fervent anti-communism’” and preference for Fascism 
over other modern ideologies which kept in thrall a sinful humankind. 
Despite further jars with Mussolini, in his occupation of the papal 
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chair Pius XII heralded no rupture in the cohabitation between Church 
and State in Fascist Italy. 

By 1939 testy complaints about the inadequate revolutionary 
ardour of Fascists at home were threaded through the Duce’s conversa- 
tion. International affairs, however, dominated the headlines and 
were, by necessity, Mussolini’s priority as an executive. In that regard 
the months after Munich were enlivened by newly vociferous Fascist 
demands for reward or payment. The target was France; the desired 
gains Nice, Corsica, Savoy, Tunis and Djibouti." It was at this point 
that Mussolini told Claretta Petacci that the French were just the sort 
of people who were always trying to waylay him and that they must be 
made to pay for their habitual perfidy."® But just how serious was 
Fascist blackmail of France? Not very, since military preparations 
against Italy’s north-western neighbour were fundamentally defensive 
and plans for Italian operations against Corsica or Tunis remained 
notional. Instead, the Duce’s exchanges with Ciano illustrated the lim- 
itations of charismatic rule, while showing again that, for Mussolini, 
almost anything was negotiable. Savoy,”° he thought, could always be 
swapped for the Ticino.” But just how far would the Duce go for 
Djibouti? Or was the real purpose of the campaign, as Mussolini on 
occasion boasted, craftily to act as a smokescreen for a coming Italian 
assault on Albania? Yet, even for that long contemplated event, prepa- 
rations remained primitive.” Perhaps the most illuminating comment 
on the spat with France came from the King, who mused happily that 
‘destiny’ might yet hand Corsica to Italian power, especially in a ‘big 
crisis’."3 The monarch’s greed demonstrate that it was not necessary to 
be a convinced Fascist for an Italian leader to retain ambitions on a ter- 
ritory which even Ciano admitted was a place where a Corsican irre- 
dentism did not exist.™4 

In the New Year the press scolding of France rumbled on, but Italian 
policy shifted its attention to Britain. Neville Chamberlain and his 
Foreign Secretary, Lord Halifax, visited Rome in January 1939 — 
Mussolini found the latter a ‘funereal’ personality, who spread ‘melan- 
choly’ wherever he went." The British Prime Minister, who had been 
impressed by what he thought was the Duce’s ‘quiet and reserved 
manner’ at Munich,” was trying to utilise the good offices of the 
Italian dictator to reach what he hoped was the enigmatic Hitler with 
a last plan for appeasement. Chamberlain remained optimistic, easily 
appeased personally by small gestures as, for example, when 
Mussolini turned out at a banquet in evening dress rather than uni- 
form."7 The Duce, he reported, looked ‘well’ and was possessed of ‘a 
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strong sense of humour and an attractive smile’, while being ‘pleasant’ 
in conversation. However, he ‘had remained throughout absolutely 
loyal to Hitler’.** Ciano less charitably summed up the exchanges as 
amounting to a ‘nil-all draw’."9 Chamberlain had brought nothing 
concrete to offer the Italians. 

In any case, before, during and after the visit, the real attention of 
Mussolini and Ciano was being paid to the ever active Germans. 
Ribbentrop had suggested that the Anti-Comintern Pact should be 
converted into a full-scale alliance, and the Italian leaders liked the 
idea.”° Once again, however, their enthusiasm was limited. In 
January-February 1939 Mussolini rejected suggestions by his military 
chiefs that they should formalise a military treaty with Germany. The 
soldiers’ fear of imminent French invasion was not shared by the 
Duce." He even tried to whistle in the wind about the Germans, 
telling Ciano on 10 March that they were a military but not a warlike 
people; give them enough ‘sausage, butter and beer, and a people's 
car’, Mussolini declared, and they would cease troubling the world.” 

Not for the first time, Mussolini’s sentiments were peculiarly inap- 
posite. On 15 March Hitler seized the rump of the Czech lands, while 
also acting as the patron for the priest Jozef Tiso, who became the 
somewhat unlikely clerical-fascist ruler of Slovakia. No attempt was 
made to warn the Italian leadership whom these developments took 
by complete surprise. A chagrined Mussolini muttered: ‘The Italians 
will laugh at me. Every time Hitler takes a country he sends me a 
message.’’3 At the Villa Torlonia, Ciano found the Duce sullen, tired, 
old and convinced that no one could stem the German advance to 
hegemony in Europe.’4 Shortly after, the Grand Council reviewed 
the issue — momentously, the British had by then decided to oppose 
Nazi Germany should Poland be its next target and so set the condi- 
tions of the coming ‘war for Danzig’, the first of the second world 
wars. Bottai’s description of events at the Council is telling. The 
members began by reviewing foreign press accounts of the interna- 
tional situation, but Mussolini took over the meeting as he vented 
his ‘irony, anger, boredom, disgust, contempt’. These emotions then 
spread to the rest of the Grand Council. Just as a splenetic response 
to the demoplutocracies seemed imminent, in a less ebullient tone 
the Duce began to review German power. Here the evidence was 
salutary. The Germans were overwhelmingly strong militarily and 
demographically — ‘eighty million’ Germans outweighed 45 million 
Italians, Mussolini said ruefully. In any case, he repeated in what 
was becoming his idée fixe, there could be no more giri di valtzer.%5 
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Like it or not, Fascist Italy was bound both ideologically and practi- 
cally to the German side.’° 

One sphere of German superiority to which Mussolini referred with 
characteristic brevity was the economic. German industrial produc- 
tion, he noted, outperformed Italian by 12 to one. Mussolini loved to 
proclaim, as he informed a leading industrialist in 1937, that ‘an eco- 
nomic issue has never stopped history’ .’*7 However, over recent years, 
processes had been underway which were binding Italy in trade of 
goods and men ever more tightly to the Nazi juggernaut, a fate which 
had been confirmed when a new commercial treaty was signed 
between the two totalitarian states in February 1939.”° Of greatest sig- 
nificance for propaganda was the transfer of what ultimately totalled 
500 000 Italian “guest workers’ to Germany.” The story of these emi- 
grants from a country which had banned the word ‘migration’ from its 
vocabularies to a country which was pledged to become racially pure 
has much that is hallucinogenic about it. But there were also practical 
effects of the most alarming kind. The Italians in Germany were 
allowed to become hostages to fortune in many senses. Could the 
Fascist regime, which typically sent the workers off with great fanfare, 
hereafter contemplate a U-turn on this matter, or, indeed, on any 
aspect of Axis policy? What would it signify about the Italian dicta- 
torship, if the workers did not come back? With its export of man- 
power, had Italy not become the ‘first satellite’3° of Nazi Germany? 

Once again nightmares could not be cancelled from Italian imagin- 
ing. As a Romanian diplomat brilliantly discerned: 


Mussolini had challenged Fate too long not to feel the threat of an ever- 

_ possible reverse. Like the too happy Polycrates, warned by gloomy 
forebodings, he seemed anxious to escape destiny. His association with 
Hitler, who could call on infinitely greater forces, was not without ele- 
ments of uneasiness. He saw himself being dragged along the very road 
he had opened, a prisoner of the system he had created, and of the pas- 
sions which he had unleashed — towards a goal which seemed to him to 
be at least uncertain. Having sowed the wind, he feared the whirlwind 
—a whirlwind over whose approach he had no control. He still hoped 
that his momentum would carry him safely between the rocks. His 
instinct, contrary to Hitler’s, was not to charge headlong at obstacles; 
he wanted to avoid them with profit; but his consciousness of danger 
did not free him from the powers which had taken hold of him: old 
grudges, violent irritations, and constant surges of self-esteem. In face 
of the misfortune which he somehow perceived, his trouble was daily to 
become more emphatic. 
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Besides, a sense of personal inadequacy was interlarded with the 
ever more ominous international situation. Mussolini, the account 
concludes, ‘was to tolerate at his side [Ciano] this lucid young sensual- 
ist as a warning that power was slipping from his grasp’.3" 

It was to dispel demeaning thoughts of any kind that the 
Mussolinian regime now finally invaded and absorbed Albania. It did 
so in as thuggish a manner as possible, attacking on Good Friday," the 
day after Albanian Queen Geraldine had been delivered of a baby son. 
The prospect that Italy could obtain a protectorate without an act of 
force was rejected by Mussolini,"33 but he had left most preparation to 
Ciano and his circle. They did not do well. Despite the absence of any 
politicised opposition, the Albanian populace by no means surren- 
dered their hearts and souls to Italian rule, knowing even better than 
Sicilians that regimes pass but everyday life continues. Victor 
Emmanuel acquired another kingdom for his crown, an Albanian 
Fascist party was soon organised, but Fascist rule remained superficial 
and costly. Even though Albania was in Europe, and Fascist aggression 
there assumed a sinister Nazi air, the territory rapidly assumed the 
character of another imperial outpost, scarcely absorbed into the 
‘totalitarian’ state and left to languish in its dusty ‘backwardness’. 

The Duce should have been accustomed to the idea of bitter tri- 
umphs, but Albania stimulated an attack of pettishness. A peace plan 
drafted by Roosevelt, Mussolini remarked spitefully, was the product 
of ‘galloping paralysis’ .4 Yet being mean to distant Americans solved 
little. The continuing crisis and the manifest inadequacies revealed 
when Italian forces tried to land in Albania — military observers talked 
about ‘childish dilettantism’ displayed there™5 — at last prompted some 
review of national armed might. After the German move on Prague, 
Mussolini had declared: ‘The order for the day is this: more cannon, 
more ships, more planes. At whatever cost, by whatever means.’3° 
However, 6 weeks later, Ciano admitted that Italian military power 
was ‘a tragic bluff’. There were no reserves, and equipment even for 
defence was antiquated or non-existent. The Duce, he alleged sadly, 
had been gulled by the military.’ Not long after, similarly depressing 
news about Italy’s international balance of trade came from Guarneri®® 
— the Minister for Exchange Controls had long been sceptical about his 
nation’s ability to afford grand gestures in foreign policy and had 
passed on his advice to a Duce whom he deemed ‘domineering’, but 
‘open to reality’.89 Empire of any kind, Guarneri warned, would sim- 
ply ‘swallow up Italy’ with the expense involved.“ The racial laws 
and the constant round of diplomatic crises were, for example, bad for 
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tourism, the national treasure-trove, which fell by what he estimated 
was 60 per cent during the first six months of 1939. Italy’s economy 
was, in sum, “precarious’;™? it could not absorb any more shocks; it 
could not sustain an international conflict. 

A yawning gap between words and deeds was hard for the Fascist 
leadership to deny, and yet events were hurrying on. Mussolini was 
still talking belligerently about the ‘inevitability’ of war, but, some- 
where in the fine print, he was trying to write in an admission that 
Italy needed peace for ‘three’ years or more (the number was meaning- 
less, the chance to remain elastic everything). Meanwhile, Ciano had 
journeyed to meet Ribbentrop in Milan and, at Mussolini's direct 
orders on 7 May, signed an alliance with Nazi Germany, the so-called 
‘Pact of Steel’ .44 

This major step taken, drift resumed. The King warned that, as soon 
as the Germans believed that they did not need Italy, they would show 
themselves to be ‘the wretches they are’."45 In response to such dismal 
prophesy, Mussolini remarked angrily: ‘I am like a cat, sensible and 
prudent. But when I jump, I’m sure to land where I wish.’ Could this 
be the moment, he wondered again, to suppress the House of Savoy?™4° 
And yet the Duce was not exactly himself ready to march. On 30 May 
he sent Hitler a meandering account why, though war was ‘inevitable’, 
it must be postponed until ‘the end of 1942’. Italy had some minor 
tasks to complete, he admitted — the systematising of Libya and 
Albania, the pacification of Ethiopia, the transfer of its war industries 
from the Po valley to the South. It needed six new battleships, better 
artillery, improved morale (in this regard, he noted, with a last attempt 
to be patronising, the Germans would be sensible to calm relations 
with the Vatican). Autarchy must be refined further. Perhaps, he sug- 
gested, in the early stages of the future war, in 1942 or whenever, Italy 
could provide men, while Germany gave the means?” 

Hitler did not demur, remarking politely how pleasant it would be 
again to meet the Duce. And so the last summer of European peace 
began to pass, with the Italian leadership doing little to change its 
behaviour or to amend the blatant deficiencies in the process of mod- 
ernising either their military machine or their society. The Italian 
ambassador in Berlin was reporting that Stalin had no intention of 
pulling others’ chestnuts from the fire and that the Soviet chief viewed 
with increasing impatience the patronisingly tardy Anglo-French 
attempts to reach an arrangement with the USSR.“* There were pleas- 
ant exchanges with the victorious Franco, who did not hide his view 
that ‘in its present state, Spain could not face a European war’.9 In 
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reply, Mussolini, himself only too ready to patronise any he could 
deem his inferiors, urged the Caudillo to ‘go decisively towards the 
people’, adding an invitation for Franco to visit Rome when he saw 
fit.5° Then there was the Polish issue. On Danzig, Mussolini had every 
confidence that another arrangement could be reached, as it had been 
at Munich, though of course he swore that Italy would intervene 
should Britain launch a general war.'* But, to Italian eyes, all seemed 
quiet enough on the northern front and Ciano jotted into his diary 
sarcastic asides about the ‘alarmism’ of some of his diplomatic staff. 

How false his optimisim was Ciano discovered on 11 August when 
he met the egregious Ribbentrop at Salzburg. Ciano had arrived bear- 
ing a message from the Duce that general war would be ‘disastrous for 
everyone’ .'3 But, in response, Ribbentrop and, behind him, Hitler and 
the rest of the German leadership were ‘implacable’.54 An inter- 
minable ten hours of discussion with Ribbentrop and a meeting with 
the. Fuhrer did not even minimally change the Germans’ minds, or 
deflect their decision that now was the appropriate moment for war. It 
did not matter that Italy disagreed, or that the Germans had said in the 
past that they would wait for some years before touching off a general 
conflagration. Ciano returned to Rome, convinced, somewhat petu- 
lantly, that he had been ‘betrayed’, and suddenly converted into a 
Germanophobe.® Even greed was now held in check. Only sheer 
terror of the Nazis could justify the survival of the Axis. Fascist 
foreign policy, at least as managed by the son-in-law, had collapsed. 

But what of Mussolini? When, on 13 August, Ciano went to see him 
at the Palazzo Venezia, the Duce ‘was varied in his reactions. First he 
agreed I was right. Then he said that honour forced him to march 
alongside the Germans. Finally he contended that he wanted his part 
of the booty in Croatia and Dalmatia’.5° Although Ciano did not 
remark it, Mussolini's singling out of these territories contained some 
irony, since his choice seemed to imply the creation on Italy’s north- 
eastern borders of a bulwark against Germandom.%’ Over the next 
days, while the Duce’s mind flickered from one possibility to another, 
‘fear of Hitler’s ire’ was hard to suppress. What, Mussolini asked 
Ciano, if Italian backsliding induced the Nazis to give up on Poland 
and ‘settle accounts with Italy’?"* 

Certainly, at this time of extreme crisis, the decision-making process, 
or lack of it, under charismatic rule was plain. Some months before, 
Mussolini had boasted that Ministers in his government were the 
equivalent of ‘electric light-bulbs which I turn on or off as I wish’.59 
Now there was no process by which the international situation could 
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be properly illuminated and reviewed, no way to reach the future 
except by stumbling into it. Leading members of the Duce’s entourage 
remained in the dark about what was happening over Danzig, although 
the allegedly intelligent Bottai wondered unhelpfully whether a con- 
flict had surfaced between the ‘Dionysian and Nietzschean’ spirit of 
Berlin and the ‘formalist and juridical’ essence of Rome.*°° 

When Mussolini and Ciano met, their discussions developed a pat- 
tern which would continue for some months. Ciano, outraged by 
German bad faith, rejected the idea of being their ally in war. 
Mussolini, however much he might twist and turn, could see no alter- 
native to accepting the German alliance."* He approached Hitler with 
a tortuous case to the effect that Italy was not ready to join a general 
war prompted by a German invasion of Poland but that, if Germany 
was driven to act after negotiations failed through the ‘intransigence 
of others’, ‘Italy will intervene on the German side’. In practice, 
Nazi Germany had further shocks for its hapless ally. On 21 August the 
Ribbentrop—Molotov pact was announced (it was signed two days 
later), yet again with no prior information having been sent to Rome." 
Vittorio Mussolini later claimed that, when he saw the news in I/ Resto 
del Carlino, he thought it must be a typographical error."4 Ciano 
believed the deal was ‘undoubtedly a master coup’ which had ‘turned 
the European situation upside down’. In his mind, the stocks of the 
Axis rose a little. He hoped other matters need not be precipitated but 
now he, too, was anxious to grab ‘booty in Croatia and Dalmatia’ .'5 

Cooler thoughts soon revived, as Italy’s military chiefs were emphatic 
in their delineation of the country’s state of absolute unpreparedness. 
The King, too, expressed his sympathy for ‘neutrality’ (but he did not 
forget to request a military command for his son should there be war)."° 
Mussolini was left to explain to Hitler that, although he ‘completely 
approved’ of the Ribbentrop—Molotov pact and agreed with the German 
position that Polish intransigence was not to be tolerated for ever, Italy 
could only intervene speedily if Germany sent a massive amount of ‘war 
supplies and primary products’. They would be needed, Mussolini 
added disingenuously, so that Italy ‘could resist the thrust which France 
and Britain will direct primarily against us’."*7 Ciano sardonically 
observed that, if the Germans granted the Italian wish list," the trans- 
port would require 17 000 trains, hauling 170 million tonnes of goods, 
and expressed his pious amazement that the Germans could think of 
taking on Britain and France when their own reserves were so slight." 

On 26 August Mussolini wrote again to Hitler, beseeching the 
Fiihrer to imagine his ‘state of mind at finding himself forced by 
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influences superior to his will’ to stay out of the great conflict.’7° Hitler 
in reply asked for more immigrant workers and sought the Duce’s 
‘psychological backing’ as the crisis evolved.'” Mussolini did try to 
nudge the Germans towards a peaceful resolution of the Danzig ques- 
tion’? and may have briefly dreamed of resuming the role he had 
played at Munich.” Ciano still anxiously watched his mood swings — 
one day reconciled to events, the next day restless for action.*” Above 
all, the Duce was adamant that there be no reiteration of the word 
‘neutrality’, so resonant of 1914 and Liberal foreign policy. But Fascist 
Italy, too, was not destined to enter a second world war at its begin- 
ning. Mussolini may have made the trains run on time, as his propa- 
ganda declared, but wars, it seemed, were a different matter. 

Bocchini let the Vatican know that he had told his chief that ‘all Italy 
loathes war and the people do not want to fight for the Germans’ .*> Of 
the other leading Fascists, only Starace flirted with favouring immedi- 
ate entry, though even he pulled back when he discovered, to his 
amazement, that the rationing plan which, he had boasted, could be 
applied at a moment's notice actually did not exist.’ Franco and 
Salazar, the clerical dictator of Portugal, approved the prospect of Italy 
standing on the sidelines.'”” Beset by such voices, Mussolini bowed to 
the inevitable. As Ciano described it, on the night of 2 September: 


The Duce is convinced of the need to remain neutral but he is not 
pleased about it. Every time he can, he refers to the possibility of action 
on our part. The Italians, by contrast, are in absolute totality happy 
about the decisions which have been taken.* 


Two days later, with Britain, France and Germany now legally at war, 
Mussolini fretted anew about the ‘common destiny’ which, he was 
sure, bound Nazism and Fascism.!79 The conflict was of course a curi- 
ous contest which had pitted the Nazis against the reluctant Western 
powers, a war well described as ‘phoney’ for all but the suffering 
Poles, who were being so brutally overrun in a Nazi Blitzkrieg. Was 
Italy’s non-belligerency (as it was perforce to be called to avoid the 
word neutrality) equally phoney? Or were Fascism and the Duce-dic- 
tator the real phoneys? A generation earlier, Nationalists had talked 
cheerfully of Liberal Italy’s need to undergo the ‘test’ of the First 
World War and had won ‘Prof. Mussolini’ to their side. How might the 
Fascist regime survive the test of a fresh conflict? Could it, or should 
it, seek to reckon the advantages of this side or that? Or was Fascist 
Italy inevitably required to join Nazi Germany in upholding the mur- 
derous cause of universal fascism? 
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Germany's ignoble second, 
T939—1941 


HEN, in the aftermath of his meetings at Salzburg, Ciano was 

trying to push the Duce in an anti-German direction, he warned 
him that he had become Hitler’s secondo poco brillante (less than smart 
second).' The reference was to a comment which Kaiser Wilhelm II had 
made about his Austrian ally in the First World War — the sentiment 
was intended to be friendly but was at once taken as demeaning. 
Ciano’s phrasing was meant to counter those frequently expressed 
worries of his father-in-law that Fascist Italy had resumed that diplo- 
matic dance in which Liberal Italy had engaged only to cut a poor 
figure with its promiscuous giri di valtzer. Mussolini and Ciano were 
not the only contemporaries to notice that history was bidding to 
repeat itself, and any later historian must be alert to the structural 
implications of possible repetition. In September 1939 world war (of a 
kind) broke out. Italy did not enter it. In August 1914 world war had 
begun and Italy stayed on the sidelines until May 1915. When it joined 
the conflict, its enemies were Germany and Austria-Hungary, in July 
1914 its associates in the Triple Alliance (and in an accompanying 
series of military arrangements). At the time of the First World War 
ideology and economic interest may have tied Italy to France and 
Britain, but, during the nine months of the intervento, it was possible 
to imagine Italy uniting with either of the competing blocs (or staying 
out of the war altogether). 

Was the same to happen in 1939-40? The answer, of course, is no. 
But did Fascist Italy on 10 June 1940 enter its Second World War for 
structural reasons to do with its position as the least of the Great 
Powers? Or, rather, did Mussolini unite with Hitler out of common 
ideological fanaticism and passion for war? Or was everything decided 
by events? Long-term versus short-term causes, the role of the 
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individual compared with society and mentalité, the issues 
surrounding Italy’s involvement in the Second World War are the 
classic ones of historical causation. 

Italian entry also raises major questions about documentation, 
given the central role of Ciano’s Diary in any recounting of the story. 
Ciano paints a vivid picture: on one side the Duce, who, as another 
diarist put it, wanted ‘war as a child wants the moon’;? on the other 
side, Ciano, a youthful Laocoon, struggling as long as he could to 
restrain his father-in-law and resist the fatal attraction of Hitler and his 
Nazi forces. Perhaps this epic conflict is what actually happened. 
Nonetheless, an analyst needs to be careful before being transfixed by 
Ciano’s words and images. During the history of Fascism, rhetorical 
meaning should rarely be assumed to be simple and singular. No 
doubt, from September 1939 to June 1940 Mussolini and Ciano occu- 
pied their rival corners and spouted their conflicting words. Yet, each 
was in a way an alter ego; they incarnated the two faces of Italian 
Fascism. In any case, when they were not phrase-making, each waited 
and watched the battlefront. The context of years of verbal and real 
warmongering, and of Mussolini's linking of his status and personality 
to the idea of Fascist revolution, mattered, but so, too, did the problem 
of discerning who would win the war, when and how, with the least 
threat and the greatest advantage to Italy. 

The first days of non-belligerency saw a pattern emerging. Italian 
public opinion rejoiced at the decision to stay out of the conflict.3 
After a brief rush on the banks,‘ the stock market rocketed up.’ The 
Vatican was pleased.° Bocchini, Bottai and Federzoni made no secret of 
their relief that Mussolini had not opted for war.’ Lanzillo wrote 
sentimentally of the allure of ‘serene neutrality’ .® Farinacci, by 
contrast, inveighed against ‘cretinous’ opponents of the Axis, and 
bitterly opposed the idea of joining the war against Germany in a 
cause which he described as that of ‘international Anti-Fascism, 
runaways and the Jews’. But even he did not think that the quality of 
what was on close examination no more than Italy’s ‘toy army’ 
permitted present engagement in the war.? Franco and Metaxas sent 
less flamboyant notification of their approval of the Italian line.*? Even 
German crowds lacked enthusiasm, as Massimo Magistrati, the 
brother-in-law of Ciano stationed at the Berlin embassy, told him: 
‘Except for the issue of the Polish corridor, this is a war fought for 
essentially negative ends and it is dangerous for all’." Only Mussolini, 
it seemed, was on tenterhooks, as ever grumpy at mention of the 
parallel to 1914—15,” unconvinced by the efforts of Ciano — the son 
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who never was — to persuade him that the war would be long, arduous 
and won by the British,3 anxious to do something or to be seen to be 
doing something. What would the Germans think, he asked before 
trying to persuade Hitler (and himself) that ‘the attitude of Italy which 
is not a neutral attitude is more useful than our actual intervention’. 
Had Italy entered the conflict from the start and been at once attacked 
by the full fire-power of Britain and France, he reasoned, then the 
trouble which would have resulted ‘would probably have annulled the 
effect of the success of the Germans in Poland’. 

Later in the same letter, Mussolini remarked that at least Italy could 
keep the Balkans from roiling out of control, before underlining that 
he currently preserved ‘a certain latitude on the political and diplo- 
matic terrain which could be of great benefit also to Germany’. 
Mussolini, in other words, was wondering whether the formula 
utilised at Munich could not be resuscitated,’ even after the outbreak 
of war. Ascribing to the Fiihrer his own mentality and method, he 
continued to expect that Hitler would soon unveil a major peace initia- 
tive.’7 Again he was wrong; and neither did Ciano’s scheming about a 
bloc of Balkan neutrals get Italy far, all the more because the Minister 
of Foreign Affairs and, presumably, the Duce could still scent ‘booty’ 
in Croatia — Ciano ingenuously imagined obtaining it with Anglo- 
French approval sprung from an understanding that Italy was 
blocking a German move south-east." It was all very well Mussolini 
telling party hierarchs that now was the moment for ‘the most ruthless 
political realism. The era when we helped others is over. The world 
starts and finishes with us’.?? But the problem remained to find the 
policy which was best for Italy, Fascism and Mussolini himself. 

In that regard Ciano saw intriguing possibilities opening up when, 
on 30 November, Soviet forces launched their ‘Winter War’ against 
Finland. The sudden and unexplained signature of the 
Ribbentrop—Molotov pact continued to rankle in Italy, where, in re- 
evoking anti-communism, Ciano could seem to be both a good Fascist 
and a good bourgeois. Even Mussolini agreed crossly that the German 
smashing of Poland was only doing Stalin’s work for him.” Ciano’s 
friends at the golf club were ready to believe that poor little Finland 
was the object of barbarous assault, and the nation’s gilded university 
students were also reported to be much moved by the fate of the 
Finns.” So, in early December, Ciano accepted the idea of sending up 
to fifty Italian planes to the Finns through Germany, and there was 
talk of Fascist ‘volunteers’ heading for Helsinki.# In the end, these 
schemes were barren, although Ciano only reluctantly bowed to the 
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German blocking of the consignment of aircraft,?4 while continuing to 
lecture the Soviets on Fascist Italy’s longstanding ideological commit- 
ment to anti-communism.” As if trying to justify a major move against 
the USSR (as a proxy for the real enemy, Nazi Germany), Ciano asked 
his ambassador, Augusto Rosso, to weigh up Stalin’s foreign policy, to 
try to detect how longstanding the friendship with Germany might be 
and to assess the motivation behind Soviet ‘expansionism’.”° In reply, 
Rosso offered sage advice about the Russian national self-interest 
which conditioned the ideological commitments.” But his more telling 
reaction was to note with some bitterness the fact that, for the first 
time in three years at his post, he had been asked some intelligent 
questions and requested actively to participate in the framing of 
policy.?8 Between the lines of his response, it was plain that he was 
another who feared that Ciano was very young, and very inexperi- 
enced in the real world, and who knew that Mussolini did not take his 
professional diplomats seriously. 

For all the well-founded ambassadorial whinges, the most impor- 
tant Italian relationship remained the bilateral one with Germany. In 
this regard the war quickened efforts to deal with the problem of 
German-speaking people living in the Alto Adige. Mussolini and his 
regime had frequently expatiated on the need to Italianise these 
border lands, and they could claim that, as far back as 1866, Mazzini 
had set the Brenner watershed as the border between the German and 
Italian worlds.”? In 1939 it was estimated that 95 per cent of public 
posts in the area were in Italian hands, though Germans composed 75 
per cent of the population.° Hitler apart, German nationalists were at 
least as uncompromising as the Fascists on the issue, with President 
Hindenburg, for one, having saluted ‘our co-nationals beyond the 
frontier indissolubly bound to us’.3" 

Shortly after the Anschluss, Goering launched the idea of salving 
the Axis in this regard through a ‘population transfer’, or what is 
today called ethnic cleansing.3* By May 1939 Himmler had drafted a 
plan to resettle up to 200000 South Tyrolers in the Nazi Reich, 
describing it as a ‘perhaps historically unique, generous procedure’ .33 
Mussolini was at first somewhat embarrassed by the thought of 
expelling part of his populace, and the Germans, despite Hitler’s 
regular assurances that the Brenner was Italian ‘for ever’, also moved 
slowly.34 None the less, the idea of a racial removal to be measured 
‘scientifically’ (a ‘final solution’ to the Tyrol problem) well fitted the 
Nazi mentalité. The Germans of the Alto Adige became the prototype 
for the massive population moves planned and partially achieved by 
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the Nazis once the war began.5 By 21 October, after much hard 
bargaining over detail, an agreement was reached. In a subsequent 
plebiscite in which German propagandists were said to have threat- 
ened German-speakers that, if they did not opt for Germany, they 
would swiftly be relegated to Albania or Sicily, some 185 000 chose to 
be moved to the Reich, while 82 000 wanted to stay where they were.3° 
The execution of the scheme was not easy, however, and, by 
September 1943, only 130 000 had actually taken out German citizen- 
ship and 52 000 of them were still in Italy.37 

Ciano had been distracted from these events because of the illness 
and death of his sister Maria. However, on 25 October he was 
displeased to learn that the Duce was having another bout of 
Germanophilia and was ‘proposing to write a letter to Hitler, saying 
that, in the present state of play, Italy can act as a moral and economic 
reserve for Germany, but that as a follow-up it can also take on a mili- 
tary role’. Mussolini, his son-in-law noticed apprehensively, again 
wanted ‘to do something’, being emphatic that ‘the Axis and the Pact 
of Steel still exist and indeed function fully’.3* 

Yet, on most days, Ciano’s stocks seemed on the rise. On 31 October 
Mussolini indulged in what he liked to call another ‘changing of the 
guard’, that is, a reworking of his government. The great loser in this 
re-shuffle was Starace, replaced as Secretary of the Party (a position 
which, since 1937, had been granted ministerial status) by Ettore 
Muti, a political unknown aged 37.39 From a humble background in 
Ravenna, Muti had married a shipbuilder’s daughter and become a 
local notable.4° To Mussolini, Muti had the virtue of being a 
Romagnole; to Ciano, he seemed encouragingly hostile to Germany, 
and a man ‘who will follow me like a lamb’. Starace was briefly given 
an appointment in the MVSN,* but soon rusticated altogether, and left 
to bewail his fate in a regular but unanswered correspondence with 
his Duce. Mussolini refused point-blank to see his old agent, and 
Starace, deprived of the warmth of the charisma in which he, of all 
Italians, most genuinely believed, faded into a pathetic old man, 
chivvied by his surviving acquaintances and utterly deprived of a 
purpose in life.43 Muti, meanwhile, was soon at sea in his new office — 
by January 1940 secret memos emphasised the failure of party propa- 
ganda to create ‘a proper political consciousness’ among the people 
and the special opposition to the idea of war entry among Italian 
women, who were resentfully hoarding supplies of oil, beans, rice and 
soap.“ Shortly afterwards, another report detected that attendance at 
Church services was up, and Catholic belief was everywhere 
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augmented by fear of the continuing war and the possibility of Italian 
entry.* 

Apart from the elevation of Muti; the most important change in the 
government was that Alessandro Pavolini took over the Ministry of 
Popular Culture, commencing his own rise to become a fanatical 
upholder of revolutionary Fascism. In 1939, however, he was still 
regarded as one who questioned the German alliance*® and who 
belonged to Ciano’s circle — the Foreign Minister’s considerable vanity 
was enhanced by a description of the new government as ‘the Ciano 
cabinet’. Ciano noted with some satisfaction that job-hunters now 
flocked to his door.4” Three other changes in the government worth 
recording were the replacement of Guarneri by the Fascist economist, 
Raffaello Riccardi,4* and the appointment of Generals Ubaldo Soddu*° 
and Francesco Pricolo5® as the new Under-Secretaries of War and the 
Air. Each of these three appointments gave promise of a new fervour in 
war preparation. 

After all, Mussolini had not ceased to nourish his frustration at 
Italy’s continued exclusion from ‘great events’. Bocchini dared to 
wonder out loud if the Duce’s fidgets were inspired by the damage 
done to his psyche by a youthful bout of syphilis.>* Yet a spurious 
medicalising of matters did not really help analysis, and the war situa- 
tion remained ominous. Italian observers in Germany freely admitted 
that they ‘hated’ the Germans, but nevertheless believed that Hitler 
would win the war. The peace might be another matter since, ambas- 
sador Bernardo Attolico reported, German ‘terror’ in Poland was so 
bloody that it would take at least a generation to repair.>4 In almost 
every way charting the ideal path was difficult. With the receipt of 
contradictory and alarming news, Mussolini was not the only member 
of the elite to fluctuate in his views. The hide-bound little King, for 
example, might intimate to Ciano that he was a convinced ‘neutralist’, 
but, shortly afterwards, he confessed he did not like the French 
either. The monarch was expressing the eternal problem of the least 
of the Great Powers — how could a crisis be milked for advantage cash 
down and at no cost to Italy? 

Mussolini, arguably more tough-minded than the rest, could see 
only one real answer to Italy’s national dilemma and that was 
Germany. To the disgust of Ciano, who had convinced himself that 
entry into the war on the German side would be ‘a crime and a 
piece of idiocy’ which must not happen,‘® Mussolini, in the New 
Year, wrote at length to his ‘friend’, the Fiihrer. Probing for a weak- 
ness, he began with a long excursion into the interpretation of the 
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Ribbentrop—Molotov pact and its reception in Spain, Britain, Finland, 
and elsewhere. Any further tightening of Soviet—Nazi ties, he warned, 
could have ‘catastrophic repercussions in Italy where Anti-Bolshevik 
unanimity, especially among the Fascist masses, is absolute, granitic, 
and goes without discussion’. Contrary to what would become his 
position in 1942-43, for the present Mussolini had no qualms in 
telling Hitler: ‘The solution to your Lebensraum is in Russia and not 
elsewhere’. He also remembered that a dose of Anti-Semitism was 
bound to please his colleague, so he reminded Hitler that Nazism 
could not lower its ‘Anti-Bolshevik and Anti-Semitic flag’. He fully 
approved the idea of Poland being cleansed of its Jews and praised 
‘your project of assembling them all in a great ghetto at Lublin’. And 
yet what, he asked, about some realism on Poland? Could not a 
‘modest, disarmed’ Poland be reconstituted in a way that might allow 
peace to return. The USA (another subject on which the Duce proved 
highly erratic over the years) would never permit the ‘total defeat of 
the democracies’, he warned. As for Italian preparations, their pace 
could not be forced, but the Fuhrer could be sure that Italian entry 
would occur at the ‘most profitable and decisive time’.5’ Having 
crafted his words with what he must have thought was a fine Italian 
hand, Mussolini sent a briefer, six-point, summary to Ciano. His key 
conclusion, the Duce wrote, was that, ‘unless Germany commits 
irreparable errors, we shall not denounce the alliance’. There was no 
way Italian interests could be served by a switch to the other side. By 
the coming summer, Italian preparations ought to have reached a level 
capable of having ‘a decisive influence’ .5* 

Despite such hints of future action, the news remained grim for any 
leader seeking to assert a major role for Italy. Ciano was sure that, 
rather than preparing militarily, Italian improvidence was actually 
increasing and had become ‘absolute’.5? Badoglio,®° choosing a date 
sufficiently far into the future as to be meaningless, maintained 
instead that Italy might be ready in ‘1942’, and, by mid-January, even 
Mussolini was ready to acknowledge Italy’s weakness in arms.” 
Bocchini, whose reputation as a trencherman may have made him 
especially alert to such matters, thought that even basic foods were 
becoming scarce. Riccardi expressed his fear that Italy would soon 
dribble away what was left of its foreign currency reserves,® and not 
all his colleagues were convinced by Mussolini's announcement to 
cabinet that ‘financial problems do not exist for states. States rise and 
fall after they are afflicted by defeat in war or by internal disintegra- 
tion’. When Paolo Thaon di Revel, the Minister of Finance, tried to 
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turn discussion onto the historical precedent of the French revolution 
and its disastrous printing of paper money, Mussolini responded: ‘A 
revolution must be intelligent. Eventually the French revolution 
stopped being intelligent.’ However, to Bottai’s naive dismay, he did 
not explain further just what he understood was the ideal method of 
financing a Fascist war effort.°4 To display Fascist bravado on his own 
part, Thaon di Revel scandalised Ciano by talking cheerfully about the 
way Italy could always overcome any balance of payments difficulty 
through a firesale of its infinite supplies of ‘priceless’ works of art and, 
not to be outbid in cynicism, Mussolini thought his Minister had come 
up with a good idea.® 

Domestic opinion might ebb and flow, but the real problem was still 
Germany and the auguries in Berlin continued to be very hard to read. 
What did it mean that Hitler, Ribbentrop and Goering had been clos- 
eted for five hours to discuss Mussolini's letter and as yet had still sent 
no formal reply?® If, as Attolico advised, Hitler was not ‘a normal 
chief but an abnormal one’, where might his whim take him, especially 
new that his entourage did not hesitate to display profound ‘reserve’ 
about Italy?®7 And what was happening at the front? What if, as the 
King wondered to Ciano, the onset of spring brought German gains 
and German victory?® What, too, about ‘booty’? Should Italy ignore 
the plots of the Croatian fascist chief Pavelic, whose present blandish- 
ments included Italian advantage in Kosovo, a full union between 
‘Catholic’ Croatia and Italy, and the consequent blocking of German 
penetration of Italy’s north-eastern frontier? 

With these and other predicaments confronting him, it was little 
wonder that Mussolini again began to complain of stomach pains? and 
to rail against the Italian people. As he told Ciano savagely, in words 
which were disguised to conceal his own evident failings (and those of 
his son-in-law): ‘The people must be kept lined up and in uniform 
from daylight till dusk and given a thumping and then another one, 
just to be going on with.’™ 

At this difficult juncture, in late February 1940 the Italian leader- 
ship was visited by Sumner Welles, the personal agent of US President 
Roosevelt, on a ‘peace mission’. Welles was greeted by a friendly Ciano 
who remarked: ‘No country would want to have Germany as a neigh- 
bour. Italy now has her as a neighbour and we must do the best we can 
to get on with her.’ Mussolini was more overtly depressed. To Welles, 


he seemed fifteen years older than his actual age of fifty-six. He was 
ponderous and static rather than vital. He moved with an elephantine 
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motion; every step appeared an effort. He was heavy for his height, and 
his face in repose fell in rolls of flesh. His close-cropped hair was snow 
white.73 


If Welles is to be believed, here was a Duce visibly suffering from 
being the leader of a non-belligerent Italy, a country with no place to 
go. To be sure, in his own accounts, Mussolini was equally scathing 
about Welles and his President, dismissing the exchanges with his 
visitor, since, he said in one of his characteristically rapid summations, 
Americans were eternally superficial, while Italians judged matters in 
depth. 

After his trip to Rome, Welles went off to the other European capi- 
tals, only returning to Italy in the middle of March. Now he found 
Mussolini much recovered physically and psychologically,“ and 
talking expansively but without precision about a revival of the Four 
Power Pact.?5 In the interim the Duce had received another visitor, 
Ribbentrop, hated by Ciano who decamped to his golf course, but, on 
this occasion at least, welcomed by the Duce. To Mussolini's relief, 
Hitler had finally replied to the letter of 5 January and done so in 
friendly vein. Germany’s flirtation with the USSR had its limits, 
Mussolini learned, as he read over the note three times, and the Fiihrer 
went on regarding Mussolini and Italy as his real friends. Really 
nothing had changed — Germany and Italy were still the twin ‘totali- 
tarian states’ which Britain and France were determined to destroy. 
The Axis continued (and Germany would be helpful over coal 
supplies; negotiations with Britain had done nothing to overcome 
Italy’s perpetually pressing need for secure energy imports).”° 

In lengthy meetings on 1o and 11 March Ribbentrop repeated these 
sentiments and added the tantalising news that a German military 
initiative was imminent. Hitler wanted to see the Duce very soon to say 
more; an appointment was made for the next week at the resonant site 
of the old Austrian border. Relieved of his worry that the German 
alliance had collapsed and Italy lost appeal compared with the USSR, 
Mussolini declared at his second meeting with the German Foreign 
Minister that ‘it is practically impossible for Italy to keep out of the 
conflict. At the right moment, it will enter the war and do so on 
Germany's side, but in a parallel way, because Italy has its own prob- 
lems to resolve’. Italy, he added, must ‘have free access to the [Atlantic] 
ocean’; its war should be a Mediterranean one. The Duce’s confidence 
had revived sufficiently for him to make snide references to the diplo- 
matic ‘slowness’ of the Japanese and to boast that the island of 
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Pantelleria, Italy’s outpost in the Sicilian straits, was ‘impregnable’.” 
Late at night he rang Claretta Petacci for some phone solace, admitting 
that he was ‘utterly tired out from the talks’, but stating that the ‘die 
was now cast’. No doubt pleased to be impressing somebody, he 
prophesied that Germany was about to win the war through its power, 
its military training and its ‘dumfounding weapons’, the terror of 
which would soon be revealed.” 

Was this, then, the final decision for war, and, what is more, for 
Italy’s own guerra parallela (parallel war)??? Maybe yes, but more 
likely no. Once Ribbentrop had gone back over the Alps, Mussolini 
again fell prey to ‘nerves’. Just what had he said (the King was 
wondering about that, too, and had it suggested for the first time since 
1925 that a future without the Duce might be imaginable)?*° By 16 
March Mussolini had diluted his promise to one of ‘potential soli- 
darity’ with the Nazis. For now, he stated, he would not enter the 
war.*' But that resolve was as equivocal as any other. 

On 18 March the Duce travelled to the Brenner border, where, 
unlike sunny springtime Rome, it was snowing. The Fiihrer arrived 
and proceeded to dominate the conversation (as was becoming his 
wont). Germany would win the war, he was adamant about that. “The 
fates of Italy and Germany were indissolubly bound’, he added. The 
pact with the USSR had only been good politics and, anyway, Russia 
was maturing in a ‘Slav—Muscovite direction, and moving away from 
Judeo-internationalist Bolshevism’. Mussolini was left to nod his 
agreement and affirm that he had been the first to want to deal with 
the USSR on realistic grounds.” According to Ciano, the Duce also 
acknowledged his ‘fascination’ for the Nazi leader.*3 But he did get 
back to Rome without having made any ultimate commitment. On 31 
March he told Ciano, the King and his military chiefs that the current 
situation was still ‘extremely fluid’. Once again about to be proved 
wrong, he doubted the present practicality of a German offensive. If 
Italy did not want to end up like Switzerland, it must eventually enter 
the war, and logic still decreed that would be on the Nazi side, since, 
if Italy swung over to the other grouping, it would draw down on 
itself a German attack, which it would have to resist alone. What Italy 
really wanted, Mussolini concluded in words which had occurred also 
to Liberal leaders before 1922, indeed to virtually every Italian politi- 
cian since Cavour, was to enter a short war and to have its entry prove 
decisive.*4 

With the onset of spring even in northern climes the fog of the war 
began to lift. On 1 March Hitler had given the order to prepare an 
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invasion of Norway and on g April the attack was launched. In subse- 
quent weeks, British landings at various Norwegian North Sea ports 
proved unavailing. Buoyed by the easy victories, Hitler wrote at once 
to his Italian colleague, both to claim victory and to hail ‘a great 
success for our [mutual] Cause’.*5 Mussolini's first reaction to the news 
was sullen, again giving little sign that the Duce was impelled by his 
commitment to ‘universal fascism’ (although, in early April, he did 
make an another attempt to co-ordinate his possible policy with that 
of Franco).*° Rather than wasting time congratulating the Nazis, the 
Duce homilised on the shift he now detected in Italian opinion. The 
people were ‘a whore’, he concluded darkly, who simply ran after a 
‘conquering male’.*’7 When translated into a letter back to the Fiihrer, 
the alleged state of national public opinion was converted into a 
‘staunch Stimmung, hostile to the Allies’ .** 

There was no doubt that the German triumphs were having an 
effect on Italians of whatever class or politics. Although Carlo 
Favagrossa, to be appointed Under-Secretary for War Production 
(reporting directly to the Duce) on 23 May, warned that Italy had made 
no serious preparations for any but the briefest campaign,*9 the minis- 
ters in charge of finance had swung behind the Germans, as had 
Muti.9° Mussolini was as calm as any, saying on 22 April that Italy 
might enter the war in ‘1941’, and, three days later, that Fascism 
would join the conflict, but only when it possessed ‘the mathematical 
certainty of winning’.%? Ciano was rapidly becoming isolated in his 
surviving hostility to Germany. Secure among his friends at the golf 
club, he was indiscreet enough to wonder what occasion might 
demand the arrest of his father-in-law%3 and, on 17 April, horrified 
Bottai by suggesting that Mussolini was only a little man, especially 
compared with Hitler. As Bottai confided to his diary, in phrases 
cribbed from a schoolboy’s religious manual (and perhaps meant even- 
tually to reach his Duce): 


I stayed silent. I did not dare to confess the pain at the centre of my 
being. Our generation gets everything from Mussolini. It is Mussolini. 
It is not possible to compare him apart from us. [It can only be done by 
acknowledging that] he is in us and we in him.” 


While Bottai, in his ingenuous way, was clinging to a Fascist ideology 
or belief system of some sort, events were propelling the nation 
towards a decision. With the barely contested Nazi occupation of 
Norway, both the King and Badoglio began to reconstruct themselves 
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as ‘not anti-German’, and their surviving caution was blasted by 
further changes at the front. On 10 May German armies swept forward 
across the Low Countries and France, with Hitler informing his Italian 
colleague in appropriately Caesarian words that the advance amounted 
to his ‘crossing of the Rubicon’.°° Italian intervention was now all but 
certain and yet Mussolini was still on occasion indecisive. On 10 May 
he thought the Germans had won; on 11 May that it might be better 
for Italy to wait.%” He could also savour digression, blasting the Papacy 
to Ciano as ‘a cancer which gnaws at our proper national life’. All he 
needed to do, he said in one of his studied bursts of rhetorical 
savagery, was to summon the men of the ‘seven cities’ of his Romagna, 
and King and Pope could be hunted out together and for ever.9* That 
tirade out of the way with no indication that it was meant to be 
followed by action, in regard to the real matter of the war on 17 May 
Mussolini again underlined the need for calm (and present inaction).° 
Yet, on the previous day, he had given a speech about the penalty of 
Italy being reduced to a ‘second rank power’ if it did not enter the 
conflict.'°° 

But the options for the Italians were narrowing into non-existence. 
As if to cancel his recent past, Ciano slipped away to his virtual 
fiefdom in Albania," to be greeted by cheers for Duce! Ciano! which 
Bottai maliciously thought he heard as Duce Ciano!"*? Somewhere in 
the opaque administrative processes of Fascist Italy a decision was 
being made. On 29 May Mussolini met Badoglio and the other military 
chiefs, having privately informed his Chief of General Staff that he was 
sure the war would be over by September and that Italy needed ‘a few 
thousand dead to be able to attend the peace conference as a 
belligerent’ .‘°3 In the more formal surrounds of the meeting, the Duce 
summoned the spirit of the King to his side, urging that Italy could not 
stay out of the war. Ordering his thoughts with unconscious meaning, 
Mussolini underlined the fact that ‘we absolutely cannot avoid the 
war; we cannot fight it with the allies; we can only fight it alongside 
Germany’. Germany possessed an overwhelming ground and air 
supremacy which not even untoward behaviour by the USA could 
check. As for the Italian army, its preparation might not have been 
ideal, but it could serve. War would commence ‘across every frontier’ 
on 5 June. 

The following day Hitler was sent the same news, with Mussolini 
emphasising that ‘the command of all armed forces will be assumed by 
me’.*°5 Badoglio and Favagrossa retained doubts about having to 
participate in any serious fighting’ and, with German approval, the 
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entry was put back another five days. However, finally, late on the 
afternoon of 10 June Mussolini spoke from the balcony of the Palazzo 
Venezia to the crowd which had been hurriedly assembled — the order 
approving the demonstration had been given only the day before.'”” 
‘Destiny’, the Duce announced, had decreed war: ‘We go into the field 
against the plutocratic and reactionary democracies of the West, who 
have repeatedly blocked the march, and even threatened the existence 
of the Italian people’. ‘Our conscience’, he said, is ‘absolutely clear’. 
‘Honour, self-interest and the future’ could not be ignored. Mixing his 
metaphors, he explained; ‘we want to snap the territorial and military 
chains which suffocate us in our sea. A people of forty-five million 
souls cannot really be free if it does not have free access to the Ocean’. 
Moreover, the Duce added, combining the rhetorics of Fascism and 
Nationalism, 


this gigantic struggle is only a phase in the logical development of our 
revolution; it is the struggle of a poor people against those who wish to 
starve us with their retention of all the riches and gold of the earth. It 
is a struggle of the fecund and young peoples against barren peoples 
slipping to their sunset. It is the struggle of two centuries and two 
ideas. 1° 


From Spain, Franco sent his cordial approval and the promise that he 
would at once alter Spain’s position on the war to one of ‘non- 
belligerency’, with an implied promise that, for Spain, too, the present 
would prove just a staging post before entry on the (victorious) Axis 
side.”? More soulfully, Ciano jotted into his diary his reaction to the 
turn of events: ‘I am sad, very sad. The adventure begins. May God 
help Italy.’"° With still greater insight, a retired liberal and nationalist 
diplomat wrote: ‘Strange to say, the general feeling is one of relief. The 
trying period of uncertainty is over. The die is cast for better or for 
worse.“ Or was the most telling omen the fact that 10 June 1940 was 
the sixteenth anniversary of the murder of Giacomo Matteotti? 
Mussolini had chosen to enter a perilous war with the incarnadine 
stain of that notorious crime still unwashed from his hands. Blood was 
indeed destined to call for blood. 

Six months after Italy’s entry into the war, the British Prime 
Minister Churchill declared, for blatantly tactical reasons, that the 
responsibility for the Italian choice was borne by ‘one man alone’. 
This phrase has echoed through the historiography, all the more 
because ascribing ‘guilt’ to Mussolini has so fitted the self-interest and 
the ideology of a range of historians (whose interpretation is bolstered 
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by the graphic detail of Ciano’s Diary). Given that the Italian war effort 
was soon shown to be a disaster, and one which culminated in the 
embarrassing and cynical sauve qui peut of the old ruling elites of the 
nation on 8 September 1943, when Badoglio and King Victor 
Emmanuel bungled an attempt to change sides, there has been every 
reason for Italians to single out Mussolini for blame. Indeed, it is hard 
to find an Italian historian who does not accept the intentionalist posi- 
tion that the Great Man was here decisive. The revisionist De Felice, 
for example, agreed that ‘one man alone’ had taken Italy into the war, 
although, in his opinion, Mussolini’s motivation was at least in part 
the creditable one of a suspicion of Nazi Germany and a desire 
somehow to restrict its hegemony.” 

Yet there are grounds for doubting the totality and singularity of 
Mussolini’s power, as my account of the swerves of the Duce’s political 
line through the period of non-belligerency has indicated. For all the 
verbal discomfort Mussolini expressed about continuing peace, he did 
not actually enter the war until it indeed seemed won by his fearsome 
German ally. Measured mathematically (to adapt a cherished 
Mussolinian metaphor), Fascist Italy watched the front more carefully 
than Liberal Italy had done in 1914-15. Would any Italian leader, it 
may be asked, who believed in the myth that Italy was or ought to be 
a Great Power, have waited longer than Mussolini did? Counter-factual 
history is hard to disprove. However, the question remains a signifi- 
cant one, all the more because there is plenty of evidence that other 
Italians, great and small," were ending their doubts about war entry 
and disguising their dislike of Nazi Germany in the weeks of the Fall 
of France. By June 1940 even the Catholic Church was reconciled to 
the idea of a brief Italian participation in a victorious war.™4 There is 
every reason, in other words, to think that, in the special circum- 
stances of mid-June 1940, Mussolini had made a ‘decision’ from which 
few demurred. 

Unarguable, however, is the fact that the war entry was proved with 
astonishing swiftness a mistake. The ‘test’ even of Italy’s relatively 
peripheral and undemanding Second World War graphically illus- 
trated the limitations of Fascism and the superficiality of Mussolini's 
purported revolution, just as it made manifest the fatuity of the ambi- 
tions for international ‘greatness’ which had been nurtured in the 
minds of educated members of the Italian nation since the 
Risorgimento. Quite a few nations had the hollowness of their political 
and ideological beliefs savagely exposed by the war — fallen France 
and devastated Poland were premier examples. But no participant 
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revealed a more profound gap between ambition and practice than did 
Fascist Italy. For this disastrous ‘failure’, the Duce, Benito Mussolini, 
must take much of the historical blame. 

Yet again the historiography needs to be read with care. Whatever 
their ideological provenance, quite a few accounts of Italy’s military, 
social and cultural failures at war are posited on a curious comparison 
between Italy and its ‘betters’. The three societies which performed 
most ‘heroically’ were, on the losing side, Nazi Germany and Imperial 
Japan, and, on the winning, the Stalinist USSR.™ Can it really be 
agreed without discussion that history should lament the inability of 
the Italian nation, or the Fascist ‘revolution’, or Mussolini, to reach the 
standards of such states? Though many a military historian will bridle 
at the thought, maybe losing wars is not always the worst option. 

Portents of defeats to come reached Italy almost at once. In the 
Mediterranean HMS Decoy, alerted to Fascist naval moves by British 
signals intelligence which had been reading Italian cyphers for some 
months, attacked an Italian submarine two hours before the war decla- 
ration was formally delivered."® From 11 June Allied aircraft bombed 
such northern cities as Turin and Genoa, leaving the population 
depressed at the total inadequacy — exposed by Favagrossa before the 
war entry — of national anti-aircraft defences."’ Public opinion only 
cheered up when, on occasion, it heard rumours of imminent peace."® 
Italian armed forces advanced reluctantly and tardily over the French 
borders, and, when opposed, were given to ignominious retreat.” In 
Libya, on 28 June Italo Balbo became the first significant casualty of 
the Italian war, shot down by his own nervous men in mistake as he 
flew above Tobruk”° — a few months later Mussolini typically let it be 
known that his old colleague had been riddled with ‘exuberant 
defects’, and had been a prey to a clique of ‘vain imbeciles and profi- 
teers’, cheerfully reducing the ras of Ferrara to just another sometime 
‘friend’ to be readily forgotten.” 

Behind the events and attitudes of the early months of the Italian 
war lay the massive structural failure of Fascist modernisation of either 
arms or society. For all Mussolini's careless talk of ‘eight million bayo- 
nets’ and a fully militarised people, the Army officer corps had 
remained a caste, detached from the rest of the population. Its officers 
were loyal certainly to themselves and perhaps to the institution of the 
monarchy. The rest of the country was beyond their ken. The officers’ 
culture was vastly separate from that of their soldiers, who, given the 
survival of dialect as the preferred method of discourse for most 
Italians, often literally spoke another language.’? Class was 
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everywhere evident, with Italy's overwhelmingly bourgeois univer- 
sity students largely exempt from military service.’3 The 
requirements for service were flexible for other social groups, too, and 
many Italians, rejoicing in friends and recommendations, could find 
justification for ignoring the call-up.’4 In September 1940 the 
Ministry of War still closed at lunchtime, given the requirement that 
its bureaucrats have their daily siesta, while in that month hundreds 
of thousands of peasant conscripts were demobilised in order to carry 
out their ancient task of bringing in the harvest.” This lingering 
agrarian mentalité may help to explain why the Italian army stub- 
bornly refused to become mobile in a modern sense. For different 
reasons, officers and men both preferred horses or mules to trucks. 

The Airforce, in many societies a redoubt of those better attuned to 
modern technology, retained an artisan character in Italy. It was not a 
place of mathematical precision, with its officers notoriously multi- 
plying its available planes by tenfold in their tallies, until the real 
inadequacy of available aircraft was revealed in 1939. Once the war 
began, Italian production remained derisory; in 1942 the USA could 
turn out from its factories in a week more planes that Italian industry 
could manufacture in a year, a statistic which made only one result 
possible in the battle between the two.”° 

The Navy might have been efficient by comparison, but the sinking 
at anchor of three battleships at Taranto in November 1940, and the 
loss of three heavy cruisers at Cape Matapan in March 1941, persuaded 
Italy’s naval leadership that discretion was the better part of valour. 
Thereafter the Fascist navy was very suspicious of being drawn into 
any serious contest with the British and other Allied forces.’”7 Finally, 
there was no attempt to co-ordinate the different services — the naval 
chiefs had scorned what they condemned as the modish virtue of the 
aircraft carrier — and Mussolini had always been jealously hostile of 
any attempt at discussions that threatened to by-pass him. Even in 
war, the command structure remained tattered, with the Duce inter- 
vening erratically, but enough to satisfy himself that he was indeed in 
charge. Graziani, in command in North Africa, remembered being 
received by his commander-in-chief with a ‘knowing half smile’ but 
leaving the interview none the wiser about what policy was to be 
applied.” In his diary, Bottai depicted a war leader whose administra- 
tion grew steadily more ‘approximate’, with the Duce, a ‘man of the 
banner headline’ at heart, now bored by detail or discussion and 
preferring to ‘let things run on of their own accord’ .9 Meanwhile, the 
military chiefs bickered and plotted one against the other, anxious not 
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to lose individual ground in an endless contest for status and recogni- 
tion. By December 1941 a report suggested that ‘the whole of national 
life is dominated by a conflict of personal egoism’,"3° and certainly this 
generalisation was true of those who were meant to organise the 
national war effort. Mussolini, unable to work out a system of military 
and economic priorities, at a loss about how to connect the military 
and industry, which remained laggard in its production (even of chem- 
ical weapons),"* spent time instead on his language lessons, settling 
down to do a translation of the lengthy Risorgimento novel, I promessi 
sposi, into German. Can he have been hoping that his consequent 
mastery of the German language would help him to interrupt more 
effectively in future meetings with the garrulous Fiihrer? 

Mussolini's methods of administration as a military commander did 
nothing to overcome national inadequacies. Typically he would call 
his military leaders together and then provide a general and superficial 
review of the war situation. The meeting might conclude with some 
suggestions for an amelioration of the Italian situation, for example the 
upping of plane production to 500 per month, but with no indication 
of how this rise could be achieved and with a looseness of statistical 
information, a mathematical imprecision that had long been typical of 
the Duce’s rhetoric.*33 

With little but occasional goading from the dictator, the Italian 
Home Front was proving equally unable to adjust to total war. Early in 
1941 workers were reported still to be admirers of their Duce, but they 
believed that ‘the war was a private business of the Fascists’, a cate- 
gory which did not include themselves.34 In Autumn 1940 tens of 
thousands of Italians were still unemployed, even in industrial cities 
like Genoa, Milan and Bologna, despite the alleged marshalling of a 
war economy.35 Food supplies were erratic and sparse, with the family 
ration from 1941 to 1943 matching that of Poland under German occu- 
pation. 3° The official, who was, suddenly after June 1940 charged by 
Mussolini with organising rationing, remembers having to start by 
locating some office space for himself, only to be blocked by one 
meticulous bureaucrat or another.37 Even in well-off Venice, Prefect 
Benigni reported in March 1941 that the poorer classes were running 
out of such basic products as bread, pasta and oil.3* The sinews of war 
remained feeble. Steel production fell far below that needed by a 
genuine Great Power and has been called ‘risible’ by one historian.%9 
Alone of the combatants, Italy did not manage to increase its GDP 
between 1940 and 1942, and thereafter production fell.4° In January 
1941 the Germans estimated that Italian industry was working at only 
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25 per cent of its limited capacity. Italian weaponry was antiquated 
or mis-designed — the Italians throughout the war failed to produce a 
tank of any quality.” 

In sum, as the usually credulous Bottai recognised during the first 
weeks of the war, all was dominated by ‘a failure of preparation’ and 
by ‘improvisation’.8 Mussolini himself was a prisoner both of his 
myth and of the fact that every little matter had to pass his scrutiny. 
At least until October 1940 he clung to a short-war illusion, allowing 
Fascist officials happily to plan their activities in the post-war period 
rather than focusing on the travails enveloping Italy and the Fascist 
regime.“44 With planning riven by this fundamental confusion, the 
Duce’s reaction, Bottai complained, was, ‘if things go well, to take the 
credit; and, if they go badly, to blame others’. This, Bottai concluded, 
had become the real meaning of the formula: ‘Mussolini is always 
right’.45 A soldier summed it up more succinctly. The Italian war 
effort was sheer ‘anarchy’.“° Here, it seemed, was a dictatorship so 
weak that, under the first test of war, nobody seemed to control it. 

The rumblings about back-stabbing and discontent grew so insis- 
tent that it was decided to stage a sporting event, demonstrating that 
the Duce was indeed in superhuman form, still so much the manly 
embodiment of the Italian ‘race’ that he could sweat in public. In the 
event, however, the demonstration was less than successful, in spite 
of the appearance of a throng of twenty-three foreign correspondents, 
who assembled in the gardens of the Villa Torlonia. First Mussolini, 
wearing a white athletic singlet and bare-armed, was viewed going 
over a set of jumps on his horse. To enhance the journalists’ wonder, 
the Duce’s combined riding and fencing instructor regaled them with 
details of Mussolini's fondness for pasta with butter, garlic and cheese, 
and his delight in broccoli and zucchini.“” Then came tennis. An 
American onlooker remembered: 


The dictator, garbed in a beige polo shirt and shorts which revealed the 
scar of the wound he had received in the thigh during World War I, 
was playing doubles. He was serving underhand like a novice, and he 
violated every tennis rule and tradition by walking at least two steps 
beyond the base line to serve. Even so, the two athletes who were 
playing against him — Mario Delardinelli, Rome’s leading professional 
tennis player, and Erlado Monzogoio, a member of Italy’s national 
soccer team — had difficulty in returning his soap bubble serves. 
Whenever the ball was returned, it floated slowly up so that a lame man 
with a broken arm could have hit it. Il Duce lobbed, smashed, and 
smiled, pleased with his triumph. 
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None the less, some points, some games, did slip away, and the jour- 
nalists noted that Mussolini and his partner, Lucio Savorgnan, had lost 
the three sets they watched. They were therefore disconcerted when 
Alessandro Pavolini, no less, stated that the final result had been a 7—5 
set victory for the Duce.® 

But propaganda of this kind was unable to hide the fact that the real 
catastrophe for the regime lay at the front. On 28 October 1940 with a 
fortnight’s military preparation,“9 Italian forces tried to launch a 
Blitzkrieg on the Nazi model against Greece, using the bases in Albania 
as a jumping-off point. The result was disaster. An order from 
Mussolini on 10 November 1940 to raze all Greek cities with a popula- 
tion of more than 10 000*° was less another example of his habitual 
careless savagery than a gesture of increasing impotence. Not only did 
Athens not fall within days, as Mussolini and the rest of his leadership 
had expected, but soon Greek forces counter-attacked, crossing the 
Albanian border and threatening to drive the Italians into the Adriatic 
sea. An inspecting officer, sent to list military deficiencies, found 
uniforms which disintegrated in the rain, a complete lack of mechan- 
ical and medical logistical support, and plummeting morale among 
both officers and men. Back home, in December 1940 there were 
reports that newsreel images of the Duce were now received with crit- 
ical silence.*? Six weeks into what was meant to be a stroll to victory, 
Italy, it seemed, had been revealed as a power weaker than little 
Greece, and Mussolini’s a dictatorship that could not match the 
ramshackle and reactionary government of General Metaxas. 

During the previous months Greece had been an on-again, off-again 
target for the Italians.53 Once more lacking the ethnic and racial thrust 
which smoothed the way for Nazi advances, Italy had no irredentist 
claims on Greece (though its Albanian puppets did). Indeed, the exis- 
tence of speakers of grico (a Greek dialect) in Puglia and Calabria might 
have made Italy an object of the Greek nationalist ‘Great Idea’ had the 
Greek government been sufficiently bold. In practice, Greece was 
singled out for attack because, in August, the Italians were warned off 
Yugoslavia by their German allies,54 because Vichy-ite French politi- 
cians had been adroit in persuading their German conquerors that 
they should not yield too much to the greedy Italians — the acquisition 
of Savoy, Nice, Corsica, Tunis and Djibouti remained a chimera™ — 
and, at least according to De Felice, because Mussolini's scrutiny of the 
auguries had convinced him that the great conflict was about to end.*° 

Certainly, the idea of a ‘parallel war’ in the Mediterranean had 
never got beyond the notional. Only nine days after Italy entered the 
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conflict, Ciano was told by Ribbentrop that Hitler believed firmly that 
‘the British empire is an element of stability and social order in the 
world and so of great utility. In the present state of things, it would be 
impossible to replace it’.°7 Similarly, the Germans had shown little 
interest in what all but historian De Felice have regarded as far-fetched 
Italian plans to win over Iraq and other parts of the Arab world to the 
Axis cause.®® Reconciling German war aims with Italian ones, should 
the latter ever be fully developed, continued to appear unlikely. 
Mussolini had begun by boasting that Italy would attack on ‘five’ 
fronts and, in Greece, seemed anxious to increase that number,®? but 
the multiplication of effort only concealed the fragmentation of plan- 
ning. The Italian military went hither and yon, but no one, and 
certainly not Mussolini, knew why. 

And so, on 15 October, came the formal decision to attack Greece.®° 
The prompt to action had been a sudden German despatch ofa mission 
to Romania, which Mussolini deemed the equivalent of occupation. 
‘Hitler perpetually places me before a fait accompli’, he complained to 
Ciano. ‘This time I'll pay him back in his own coin. He’ll learn from the 
newspapers that I have occupied Greece and so restored the balance 
between us.’ 

The defeat in Greece was followed by other losses. In Libya, from 
late October the armies under General Graziani, who had been timidly 
ignoring increasingly frequent goads from Mussolini urging him to go 
onto the attack, were swiftly pushed back by British forces — it was 
now that Eden observed sarcastically that ‘never had so much been 
surrendered by so many to so few’. Axis forces in Libya only rallied 
after the Italians were stiffened by German support led by General 
Erwin Rommel in February 1941. A much touted conquest of British 
Somaliland’ was soon succeeded by Italian imperial defeats;*4 Addis 
Ababa was back in the hands of Emperor Haile Selassie by April 1941. 
Certainly the superficiality and perhaps the lightness of five fleeting 
years of Italian rule in Ethiopia was demonstrated by the fact that only 
fifty-six Italians were murdered in revenge killings." The empire of 
AOI, celebrated with such exhilaration by almost all Italians in 1936, 
had collapsed with scarcely a whimper. 

These setbacks did result in some sackings. In early December after 
a protracted process lasting almost a month but initiated by Farinacci 
— who wrote to argue that people were ‘stupified’ by events in Greece 
and that, in the USSR, a host of generals by now would have been shot 
out of hand — Badoglio finally resigned as Chief of General Staff, to 
be replaced by Ugo Cavallero, another career officer.” In his 
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posthumously published diary, Cavallero said that, on 1 December, 
Mussolini charged him to build a General Staff based on ‘fruitful 
collaboration’ rather than on ‘Moslem-style absenteeism’, as it had 
been under his predecessor. To keep him up to the mark, the Duce 
promised to see his military chief every day."* Badoglio had been told 
the same thing (he understood that the Duce’s military commentary 
was to be ‘general’ rather than specific). But soldiers in the know 
were already grumbling that Mussolini spent ‘every afternoon’ with 
Claretta Petacci and was frequently impossible to contact.'”° 

On the Home Front changes had occurred earlier, with Muti being 
dropped on 30 October. According to police reports, the Party 
Secretary had favoured the ‘demobilisation’ of the PNF on the grounds 
that, after 19 years, being a Fascist and being an Italian ought to have 
become inextricable.'” In Critica Fascista, Bottai, with some tautology, 
had similarly urged that war should become ‘a way of life for the 
whole nation, in every aspect and every sector and organisation’, but 
soon went on to argue in contradiction that fighting was ‘a religious 
act’, which should be suffused with ‘the mystical power of our Fascist 
faith’.*”? Less ponderous in his lucubrations, similarly Mussolini never 
quite believed in the identification of party and people; one of the 
evident failings of his regime's war effort was its inability to merge the 
nation of Italy and the ideology of Fascism in the minds of the masses. 
Certainly, in the autumn of 1940, there were plenty of rumours still 
about endemic corruption — Mussolini himself was told the joke that 
the best way to assist Hitler to conquer Britain would be to send him 
‘a dozen party bosses’. They were so thirsty they could lick the 
Channel dry." Muti’s replacement, it was plain, had plenty of work to 
do. In practice, however, the new Secretary, Adelchi Serena, was a 
colourless party bureaucrat who had earlier been podesta of L'Aquila 
and Minister for Public Works. He proved to be a competent adminis- 
trator but, over the next year, did little to arrest the Party’s decline. 

To be sure, the largely meaningless lists of party card-carriers had 
continued to fill — in 1942 membership peaked at 4.77 million.‘ 
However, a year earlier, De Bono had defined the PNF as ‘Italy’s 
greatest enemy,” and even Mussolini made an effort to distance 
himself from its evident deficiencies. In January 1941 he announced 
the mobilisation of his ministers to the Albanian front, prompting 
what Ciano acidly described as consternation in the waiting room of 
the Palazzo Venezia.’ Now even Bottai’s wide-eyed belief in his 
‘inhuman’ leader crumbled: ‘A terrible solitude. Something which 
for more than twenty years has made my heart beat, stopped at a 
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blow. A love, a faith, a dedication. Now, I am alone, without my 
Chief.’"77 

Mussolini, too, was beset by psychological crisis, telling Cavallero 
that, ‘given our tragic situation, ... the only thing left to do is to place 
everything in Hitler’s hands, because we are incapable of doing 
anything’ .’”° His colleagues noticed his pallor and his insomnia;*9 here 
was a war leader whose ageing physique was collapsing under the 
weight of office and the evidence of failure. By 1941 Mussolini, like 
both Fascism and Italy the Great Power, was fading out of existence in 
a process which might henceforth have moments of pause, but would 
never be reversed. Action now came from elsewhere. Mussolini, who 
still confessed to an ignorance of economic processes and a belief that 
the military knew their own world best, 8° hoped one day to bring his 
expertise in things ‘political’ back into play. But precisely where he 
might find room to manceuvre was by now a mystery to him and to his 
associates. 

Yet, in many ways, 1941 was the year of triumph for the Axis, the 
time when the alliance headed by Hitler went nearest to winning the 
Second World War. In March-April the combined Axis forces 
advanced again towards the Egyptian—Libyan border and besieged 
Tobruk (it fell in June 1942) in a campaign which did not turn against 
them until the Battle of El Alamein in October-November 1942. In 
April-May 1941 Nazi armies swept across Yugoslavia and Greece; in 
June they snuffed out the last British defences in Crete. Already in 
April Paveli¢ had come to power in Zagreb, and, riding on German 
coat-tails, the Italians acquired a major administrative role in Slovenia 
(where the province of ‘Lubiana’ was annexed to Italy), Croatia, 
Montenegro and Greece. On 22 June the Nazis began Operation 
Barbarossa against the Soviets — Mussolini was awoken at his holiday 
villa at Riccione in the wee hours to be informed of the Fiihrer's deci- 
sion" — and victory after victory followed, with the Nazis reaching 
the gates of both Leningrad and Moscow before winter blocked their 
path. On 7 December 1941 the great conflict extended to the Pacific 
when Japan attacked the United States at Pearl Harbor and, before 
long, stripped Singapore from its hapless British defenders and bid fair 
to destroy the empires of Britain, France and the Netherlands in the 
Asia-Pacific area. 

In this gigantic global struggle, Mussolini, from time to time, could 
claim petty Italian gains, even though, until July 1943, the Italian 
sacrifice on every front was confined to 205 000 military and 25 000 
civilian dead, a toll only about a third of the 650 000 Italians who died 
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in the First World War. Nor did Italy’s casualties approach the cata- 
clysmic losses being endured in the USSR, Yugoslavia, Poland, 
Germany, China and Japan (and among European Jewry). It may be 
true that, from time to time, an element of the Duce’s charisma flut- 
tered back into existence among the Fascist leadership or the Italian 
populace. However, the Greek fiasco and the evident failure of the 
Fascist war effort to rally had left the great majority of Italians, and 
probably Mussolini himself, sure that their nation and ‘revolution’ 
could no longer aspire to singularity and greatness, but must at best 
act as the (ignoble) second of the Nazi Germans. 

Non-Italians agreed. The relative ‘softness’ of Fascist Italy’s war did 
nothing to restrain the contempt in which all Italians were held by 
their German partner — in June 1941 Goebbels commented disgustedly 
that ‘we have the worst allies that could possibly be imagined’,™4 
adding that ‘the Italians are the most hated people in the whole of 
Europe’.5 At first Italian generals did ask their Duce to dissuade the 
Germans from treating them as mere auxiliaries, *° but they soon aban- 
doned such thoughts of independence and, on most fronts, served the 
Germans with the mutinous sullenness of a conscript. In response, 
German commanders dismissed the Italians as ‘listless’, like ‘a mass of 
... children’, ‘easily contented [with] coffee, cigarettes and women’. 
The Nazis were happy to abandon their woebegone allies when danger 
threatened as it eventually did, especially on the Eastern front."*”7 Even 
Hitler, the Italophile, grew doubtful, by November 1940 suggesting 
that Mussolini was ‘the only real man’ in Italy.*** Early the following 
month he agreed with Goebbels that the Italians amounted to ‘a 
laughing stock’ and added, with somewhat surprising uneasiness, 
‘now there can be no more doubt about who is to lead Europe, Hitler 
or Mussolini’.*9 Then and thereafter the two fascist chiefs continued 
to correspond on a regular basis, and there were a number of meetings 
for an exchange of views. But Hitler had assumed the position of domi- 
nance in these discussions,° and it was not a posture which he would 
ever have reason to yield. All Mussolini could do was make the occa- 
sional rancorous remark off the record to a dutiful Italian listener 
about the ‘unavoidability’ of an eventual conflict between Italy and 
Germany, for example over the Alto Adige, before subsiding under the 
fear that, in such a battle, too, the Italians would be bound to 
surrender. '” 

Mutual incomprehension was also evident between Italian forces 
and their murderous Croatian ‘friends’, despite Pavelic’s efforts on 
occasion to ingratiate himself in Rome with talk about the triumph of 
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‘Mussolinian policy’.? Aimone of Savoy, selected to become King 
Tomislav II of the new Croatia and dismissed by Mussolini as a 
‘complete mental defective’,3 was restrained from staging a corona- 
tion in Zagreb by stories of ‘incomprehensible’ Ustasha atrocities." 
Aimone was smart enough to stay in Italy, earning himself the 
charming title of ‘the King who never was’. Events in the Balkans 
only confirmed Mussolini in the bleakness of his understanding of 
humankind. Every single inhabitant of the ex-Yugoslavia, he told 
Cavallero in March 1942, should be regarded as an enemy." To Ciano, 
he ordered a reprisal rate of two locals to be shot for every Italian 
wounded and twenty for every one killed, but, as his son-in-law noted 
disarmingly, ‘he won't enforce it’."97 In reality, he both did and did not. 
Italian behaviour in those parts of Yugoslavia under Fascist occupation 
was scarcely mild. General Roatta was later to be accused of war crimes 
in the area and tens of thousands of ‘Slavs’ died, quite a number in 
outright massacres which could extend to women and children and 
involve the razing of whole villages. Rather as in Libya a decade 
before, the perpetrators, however, were acting as much as members of 
the Royal army as they were following the orders of their Duce. 
Mussolini's responsibility arose more from his habitual endorsement of 
violence and brutality than from any specific command. 

The friendship with Spain, which had tempted Franco to enter the 
war in the summer of 1940, for all the calamitous condition of his 
country and the fact that his troops were still shooting their repub- 
lican enemies, began to fray. The Italian assault on Greece coincided 
with the meeting between the Caudillo and Hitler at Hendaye, which 
convinced the Fiihrer that the Spanish were unlikely to join the war. 
A subsequent visit by Franco and his Foreign Minister Ramon Serrano 
Sufier to Italy in February 1941 got no further, with Mussolini embar- 
rassed in his efforts to explain away Italian defeats and Franco taking 
care to emphasise a recent bad harvest and the poverty of his land."9 

Of course, from June 1941 the ‘real’ war was fought on the Eastern 
Front between the Germans and the Soviets. In his letter of explana- 
tion of the Nazi attack, Hitler had told Mussolini that he felt 
‘liberated’ by the step which the Germans were taking.?°° At last he 
had the war he had always wanted. Mussolini’s response was on the 
surface just as enthusiastic. The campaign against communism pleased 
many elements in Italy — the Church for one?" — and the ideology of 
Fascism could revive. The Americans were a nuisance but they could 
not arrest this crusade. “The Stimmung of the Italian people’, he 
concluded, is now ‘very good indeed’. They were ready to march with 
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their German ally ‘to the end’. And yet somewhere in the phrases was 
a hint of doubt. A conflict against the USSR amounted to ‘a war against 
space’, the Duce warned. No doubt German planes and tanks could 
conquer the Russian vastness, he hastily added. There was no reason 
to worry.*? Or was there? Certainly when, in November 1941, 
Mussolini tried to suggest that the key to victory was now found in 
the battles with Britain on the Egyptian border,?® he got no sensible 
response from Berlin. Neither Italian national self-interest nor Italian 
Fascist ideology — after the invasion of the USSR, Mussolini had again 
talked about how he would make a ‘real’ revolution once victory was 
his*°4 — counted for much, when compared with the titanic ideological 
battle in the East. 

In this deepening unreality it was easy to welcome the Japanese 
action that brought the Americans into the war.”°5 With its history of 
emigration, Italy as a country had greater reason than most to plumb 
the economic power of the USA. Whereas Hitler was a German provin- 
cial petit bourgeois, whose mental world had little comprehension of 
wider society, ‘Prof. Mussolini’ had once aspired to a universal know]l- 
edge. None of this mattered as Italy, too, declared war against the 
American government and people.” Back in May 1941 Mussolini had 
angrily dismissed Roosevelt as a statesman: ‘Never in history’, he told 
his son-in-law, ‘has a people been ruled by a paralytic. There have 
been bald kings, fat kings, handsome kings and even stupid ones, but 
never a king who when he wants to go to the toilet or to dinner must 
be assisted by other men.” It was a typically brutal outburst. 
However, by the end of 1941 Mussolini had allowed the underdevel- 
oped Italian economy and fragile and divided Italian society to be 
pitted against both the USA and the USSR. In such an uneven contest, 
it was Benito Mussolini who was to learn the meaning (and the cost) of 
paralysis. And Italy itself would be the collateral damage in this 
process of understanding. 
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APANESE victories might be praised effusively (especially if there 
ul was a chance thereby to arouse German envy). But Christmas 1941 
did not bring cheer to Benito Mussolini. Rather his misanthropy deep- 
ened yet again. From Germany there was news of the sudden sacking 
of General Walther Brauchitsch, with its implication that the Soviets 
were not yet wiped from the map.” Was the Eastern Front to prove that 
Hitler was a coglione (prickhead)? — Ciano must have enjoyed writing 
down the word, although he ascribed its usage to a German diplomat.3 
But the most blatant malice was not guaranteed to raise a smile from 
his father-in-law these days. Instead Mussolini used the occasion of a 
meeting to reveal the gall within his soul. From inveighing about the 
need further to politicise his army (another utterly barren wish on his 
part), Mussolini switched his hostility to Christmas. He was amazed, 
he said, that the Germans had not abolished it. The festival recorded 
‘only the birth of a Jew who presented the world with theories which 
weakened and emasculated it’. Christ, he complained, had ‘especially 
stuffed Italy given the Papacy’s ability to fracture Italian society’. To 
eradicate such pestiferous influences, the Duce boasted, he had 
prohibited Italian papers from mentioning the birth of Jesus.‘ It was a 
futile gesture. One look out of the window of the Sala del 
Mappamondo, Ciano commented to the privacy of his diary, and it was 
plain that the people, bustling around the street outside, ‘remembered 
[Christmas] and loved it still’. Mussolini, it might be concluded, was 
being thwarted even in his aspirations to be a grinch. 

Perhaps some party loyalists did postpone their celebrations until 
the Befana fascista (6 January, Epiphany, or ‘last day of Christmas’, a 
traditional time for the exchange of presents in Italy, accorded a 
Fascist gloss under the dictatorship). Certainly, they were aware by 
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then that the Duce had been keeping a Christmas surprise in store for 
his entourage, the party and the nation. On 26 December it was 
announced that Serena had lost his job and the new PNEF secretary was 
to be Aldo Vidussoni. Ciano expressed his amazement: the appoint- 
ment, he wrote, had gone 


to a certain Vidussoni, who won a gold medal for military valour [in 
Spain] and is twenty-six, with a law degree. Other than that, I don’t 
know what to put down. Evidently we are talking about a brave exper- 
iment and let’s hope that this time fortune is indeed the companion of 
courage. I don’t know the man at all, not even what he looks like.5 


A day later, Ciano noted the ‘general stupour’ at the news — from the 
humblest caddy at his golf course to the distinguished Giuseppe Volpi, 
Count of Misurata, currently president both of Confindustria and ‘the 
Italo-Croat Economic Commission’,® every Italian was polishing his 
sarcasm on the choice. Nor did acquaintance with the new star in the 
political firmament end the puzzlement. When Vidussoni had spoken 
to ‘that environment of old whores which [these days] is the Party’, 
Ciano recalled bitingly, the young secretary had ‘sweated blood’. He 
seemed an enthusiast, a true believer, and presumably that was to the 
good, but most saw him as one who had ‘arisen from the Duce’s head’, 
just as “Minerva sprang from the head of Jupiter’.’ 

A week later Ciano gained further insight into the mind of this 
incarnation of the new generation of Fascists. Vidussoni turned up at 
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to discuss the Balkans and the insta- 
bility which continued to plague Italy's north-eastern border, where 
guerrilla opposition to Fascist governance was spreading. His ideas 
were straightforward. Italy should liquidate all Slovenes. Ciano, in his 
robes as statesman and bourgeois, ‘permitted himself to note that there 
were more than a million of them’. ‘No matter’, came the reply. “We 
should behave with them as the ascari [Italy’s black colonial troops 
from Eritrea and the Somaliland] do with their enemies, simply exter- 
minate them.’® Here, it seemed, was a young man who had indeed 
imbibed the spirit of the times in the Axis (though his use of black 
models hinted that he, too, had failed to plumb the meaning of ‘scien- 
tific racism’). 

De Felice argues that the appointment was a last attempt by 
Mussolini to organise the party in his own way,? but the selection of 
Vidussoni is better seen as a gesture of desperation and despair. The 
Duce may have told the Party that youth must have its day (adding 
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with a hint of apology that the Secretary was actually 28 not 26);* 
Vidussoni could act as his ‘apprentice’. Mussolini may have urged a 
concentration under the new administration on ‘politics’, by which he 
meant the education or indoctrination of the people, and not on 
‘police activities’, which as ever he thought better reserved to the 
‘state’. He may have concluded that a long war had its advantages in 
that it forced all Italians to dig deep morally until they won their 
battles at home and abroad." But neither Vidussoni nor Mussolini 
could paper over the cracks which were by now everywhere 
spreading in the edifice of Fascism. 

The more they examined it, the more the old Fascist elite was 
affronted by the change. All those who had previously viewed them- 
selves as the special emanations of the Duce, in some sense his alter 
egos, were forced to face their own worthlessness and impotence. 
Farinacci,” Ciano,8 Bottai,4 each saw a ‘cretin’, an ‘imbecile’, 
suddenly and recklessly raised to be their competitor or superior.® 
Worse still, their judgement was right. Rumour spread that the new 
Secretary displayed his youth, manliness and submission by regularly 
sprinting the distance which separated the door of Mussolini's office 
in the Palazzo Venezia from the Duce’s desk. Vidussoni may have 
been able to mouth some Fascist slogans but, as a vehicle of Fascist 
‘mysticism’, the new Secretary was further proof of the failure of 
Fascism drastically to amend the hearts of men and women, and a 
demonstration that a career in administration requires some training. 
In February 1943 a police report summed up Vidussoni’s term in office 
as a disaster, especially owing to ‘his lack of organising ability which 
every day drains away still further the essence of the party’. ‘The 
work of Vidussoni’, the commentator ran bitterly on, ‘is restricted to 
visiting the wounded in hospital and turning up at football or boxing 
matches.’ After 14 months in office, Vidussoni had not properly 
acquainted himself with the leading figures in the party or developed 
any comprehension of their patterns of behaviour. People who 
mattered continued to ask what on earth was he doing as Party 
Secretary and why the Duce had brought him from nowhere to his 
current hollow eminence.” In other words, rather than making the 
PNF finally his own, Mussolini, through this appointment, completed 
the alienation from himself of his closest followers. By the time 
Vidussoni finally left office in April 1943, Mussolini’s own fall was 
itself imminent. 

In his speech in January 1942 introducing Vidussoni to his new 
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colleagues Mussolini had stated: ‘After twenty years of the regime, 
there are two generations which dispute the government. One is 
setting, the other rising.’ Each cohort, Mussolini added, in words 
replete with the Darwinism which dominated his understanding of 
the world, fought with its predecessor."® But these were dangerous 
sentiments. Mussolini had taken office at 39; in 1943 he would turn 60. 
Most of his colleagues were his juniors, many by 10 years or more, 
while Ciano was not yet 4o. Did they not constitute the ‘new genera- 
tion’,"? who might be destined to oust the old? Propagandists might 
still write that ‘no-one is perennially new and eternal as He is; no-one 
is born every morning to history, to politics, to the idea, like Him’, 
adding that the people needed ‘Him’ as they did ‘bread and air’.*° But 
the credibility of an eternally youthful Duce was crumbling. 

With every passing day, ‘old’ was the word which better described 
the Duce. Bottai gave a typical account of his ageing leader after seeing 
him one evening in October 1942. Mussolini was in clear decline, ‘his 
face ashen, his cheeks shrunken, his mouth turned down bitterly’, as 
if he were in pain from his ulcer or whatever exactly was the matter 
with him. ‘The fact is’, Bottai noted in his diary, ‘the man is not just 
tired, disheartened, sad, but he is no longer winning out over his age.’ 
The situation was dismaying ‘for those who loved him, and, who, 
despite everything, love him still. If only he would take our hands into 
his hands and really talk to us. But he has killed in himself the man 
who once was’. Even among his entourage, Bottai admitted sadly, 
Mussolini was now mockingly called Provolone (Cheeseball), because 
of his shiny bald head, ‘which once used to radiate with his personal 
appeal’. ‘The man who was always right, now, for most, is always 
wrong’, Bottai declared with his usual desire to find philosophical 
meaning in the day’s events. ‘Once any apparent achievements or 
merits were ascribed to him. Now he is blamed for everything 
which goes wrong even when it isn’t his fault. This is the law of 
compensation.’?" 

What, then, by 1942-43 was the state of the Duce’s health? To what 
extent was he another war-leader whose failures in command coin- 
cided with encroaching physical debility? Ever since the attack in 
1925, Mussolini had suffered from a duodenal ulcer.” All the same, 
most of the time a careful diet (though one which doctors, with the 
knowledge that ulcers are bacterial infections, now say relied too much 
on milk and other dairy products), an avoidance of meat, alcohol and 
cigarettes, left him in reasonable form, even though the whitening of 
his hair by the time he turned fifty belied his official image as an 
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eternally youthful he-man, virile in bed and the master of every sport 
imaginable. Under the stress of the war, however, the swimming, 
jogging, horse-riding Duce made way for a Mussolini whose health 
was frequently bad and sometimes rendered him prostrate. 

In August 1941 the Mussolinis had their own familial war casualty 
when Bruno crashed to his death while acting as the test pilot of a 
bomber in Tuscany.”} Bruno’s widow took pains to collect the sheets 
and pillowslips on which her husband had slept during his last night 
at a Pisa hotel and presented them to her mourning mother-in-law.*4 
Mussolini had never been close to his elder sons, though it was said 
that, after Bruno’s demise, he tried to spend more time than in the past 
with Vittorio.*5 Certainly, as with the Vita di Arnaldo, through which 
he had mourned his brother, he now produced a small book entitled 
Parlo con Bruno (I talk with Bruno). Like the earlier work, it is another 
curious piece, mingling Fascist rigour with maudlin family senti- 
ment.?° It is also riven with hypocrisy, all but deifying Bruno, while 
calling him but one of the many committed to victory. Similarly, 
Mussolini emphasised the privacy of the father-son relationship and 
of the tomb, while marketing copies to the public with full Fascist 
propaganda fanfare. In the Fascist hero now somewhat inconsistently 
being sculptured, acquaintances found little reflection of the ‘shy, 
timid’, bullied, wordless and repressed Bruno they had known.’7 

Though never abandoned, the Mussolinis of the Villa Torlonia and 
the Rocca delle Caminate with their everyday uncouthness had never 
much eased the tension in the Duce’s life. Extra-marital satisfaction 
was also not guaranteed. The affair with Claretta Petacci continued — 
Ciano and others in the entourage gossiped openly and censoriously 
about the ‘senile passions’ of their Duce,?* while Arpinati, back from 
confino, said Claretta was corruptly meddling at Rimini, just as other 
‘Mussolini women’ were known to do in the rest of the Romagna.” 
Although the Duce was growing flaccid with age, back in Rome 
Claretta spent lavishly on her bedroom which featured mirrors and a 
black marble bathroom en suite — even De Felice remarks severely that 
it looked ‘like an American film set and was of plainly bad taste’ .3° 
After a hard day at the office, the Duce was in the habit of ringing his 
lover late at night, usually to complain about his work-load and 
insomnia, and to be assuaged with cheap love-talk. Calls were, for 
example, recorded on g June 1940 and on 22 June 1941 at midnight or 
after — on the latter occasion Mussolini prophesied disaster from the 
German attack on the USSR; the Nazis, he said, would win many 
battles but lose the war.3' But Claretta was often sick; in 1940 she 
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seems to have suffered from an extra-uterine pregnancy.” There were 
rumours, too, of an abortion and, in December 1941, she was taped 
telling the Duce she was pregnant by him, a statement which drew 
clichés of pleasure from the Duce, although no baby was ever born.33 
In return, Claretta fussed contentedly over her man’s health problems, 
pressing his doctors for assurances that some improvement was in 
sight.34 A melancholy shared hypochondria, it may be surmised, was 
one topic which kept them together. 

Similarly Marcello Petacci still caused annoyance. He drew atten- 
tion to himself by squabbling publicly with a Venetian countess over 
some real estate.35 In the summer of 1942 there were also rumours of 
illegal gold trafficking, with Riccardi commenting on the Duce's 
humiliation in being forced to admit that peculation was being 
indulged in by members of his own alternative ‘family’.3° In February 
1943 Petacci took his callowness to new depths by sending the Duce a 
master plan to win the war. It was a fantastic scheme, involving organ- 
ised and coordinated surprise attacks by Spain on _ the 
Anglo-American forces in Morocco, by Turkey on the USSR, and by 
China on Siberia (the Japanese were to be diverted to India and 
Australia), all to be combined with Vatican support. Should this 
version not be practical, Petacci added disarmingly, he might be able 
to get to Stalin through an unnamed friend, or to the British through 
Sir Samuel Hoare. Plainly some arrangement was needed, since, by 
Petacci’s reckoning, the Anglo-American forces now assembled were 
steeled with ten times the strength of the Italians.37 

Scandal was also never far from the career of Claretta’s younger 
sister, Maria, born 1923. By 1940 she had already been launched as a 
singer, though somewhat hampered by her thin voice. She moved on 
to risqué film roles, using the art name of Myriam di San Servolo. In 
June 1942 she found sistemazione of a kind, although not that to be 
expected of a Fascist new woman, by marrying a count.3* There can be 
little doubt that the notoriety of the Petaccis helped further to smudge 
the Duce’s charisma — by late 1942 even Bottai was remarking: ‘The 
regime is “Pompadouring” itself; and with what a wretched quality of 
Pompadour!’39 

Sexual satisfaction came at a cost, it seemed. Moreoever, by 1942 
Claretta had a competitor of a kind in the 19-year-old typist and 
philosophy student Elena Curti — the topic of her studies especially 
gratified the Duce.° Mussolini became accustomed to drop into Curti’s 
flat for afternoon chats" and seek there the psychological rewards of 
being admired by a young female (even at the cost of jealous scenes 
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from Claretta). Mussolini’s craving for such solace was no doubt meant 
to counter that brutal misanthropy which came so easily to his lips 
when he was at the office — in his search for a soft escape from the cruel 
public world, Mussolini was doing what many a male executive in his 
fifties has done before and since. Playing the part of sentimental sugar 
daddy with Elena and Claretta, he could fudge the grim memoranda 
piling up on his desk and forget the lack of human content left in’ his 
relationships with his colleagues. There he could try to resuscitate a 
‘real’ Mussolini, and forget for a moment the burden of his charisma. 

Such distractions were doubtless pleasing but Mussolini contin- 
ued to experience medical troubles. Already in 1941 his attention to 
the war effort was becoming distracted by worries about his health. 
In May 1942 he fell victim to flu and contemporaries began to 
notice his increased susceptibility to colds and other passing indis- 
positions. In July he returned from a visit to Libya with a recur- 
rence of pain and, over the next months, it only worsened, with 
both family and doctors debating whether it was caused by the 
ulcer or by some infection caught in the tropical heat of the empire. 
By November the spasms had become all but unendurable. The 
Duce’s famous jutting chin, a doctor noted, was gone and Mussolini 
had become ‘pallid, with shrunken cheeks and a withered neck’.” 
The state of his health was so patently bad that he had to endure 
nostrums from others — his old acquaintance from Forli, Giacomo 
Paolucci di Calboli, assured him that a cure based on “potato juice’ 
was bound to bring rejuvenation.® 

With his actual doctors, Mussolini was an obedient patient, taking 
the pills prescribed for him and being scrupulous about his diet. Even 
on his sick-bed he liked to read philosophy if he could, though he was 
also typically surrounded by piles of newspapers which, in one 
doctor's view, he scanned both with relish and with a sense of duty. 
With pencil in hand, he loved to pick up errors on which he would 
then loudly and sarcastically comment.*4 Even in July 1943 he was 
vain enough to enjoy being visited by a manicurist.45 The portiere and 
housekeeper at the Villa Torlonia, it was noticed, were both from the 
Romagna‘ — a young visitor more conscious of social proprieties than 
a mere doctor recorded his shock at finding the manservant wearing 
tan shoes and an open shirt.47 As ever, there was an awkward atmos- 
phere in the Duce’s home which, to all observers, was not a place of 
comfort. Ciano gossiped about a dinner at the Villa Torlonia when the 
Duce tried to impress Vittorio with the promise that ‘in five years’ he 
would have the Italians ‘really jumping’, while Rachele, a doughtily 
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Fascist Red Queen from the provinces, broke in to urge her husband to 
‘make some heads roll’ .4® 

After a brief interlude in which he felt better — it was now that 
Bottai thought he detected tears in the dictator's eyes after he spoke to 
officials with something approaching his old panache? — the Duce fell 
ill again and, in December 1942, he was forced to send his son-in-law 
to substitute for him on a scheduled visit to Hitler. His doctors 
reported that he had shed about a quarter of his body weight over a 
few months.®° Although Mussolini had been given a course of daily 
injections against his stomach troubles, his weight continued to 
decline and his blood pressure had also fallen noticeably. His medical 
team, however, seem to have been unsure whether they were treating 
a physical condition or a psychological one. The Duce was manifestly 
depressed.** Over Christmas—New Year 1942-43 he spent most days in 
bed — now he lacked the strength again to be a grinch. By mid-January 
one doctor even suggested that he might be suffering from advanced 
cancer.» This diagnosis proved alarmist and, from February to July 
1943, Mussolini's condition reverted to being tolerable on most days, 
although he was still a frequent victim of severe stomach pain. 
Insomnia also dogged him. Despite a diet which often was mainly 
liquid, Mussolini had to fight off a tendency to vomit after eating and 
his weight continued to fluctuate. He was reported to be anaemic and 
asthenic;® a visiting Hungarian politician found him looking ‘very ill. 
His head was bald, his skin yellowish-white, and he was talking 
quickly and with nervous gestures’.54 During a trip to Germany in 
April 1943 Mussolini had another medical crisis and, in May, one 
night at the Rocca delle Caminate, the pain was so great that he rolled 
on the floor in an effort to relieve it.55 Even his war wound now acted 
up.°° Again the crisis passed and the Duce resumed his accustomed 
work-load, but his habit of loosening his trousers and pressing his 
hands into his stomach had become an everyday reflex.%’ In his corre- 
spondence with Hitler, too, there were now regular exchanges on 
health matters, with each of the dictators, but especially Mussolini, 
confessing to the wearing effects of the war.°>° 

Behind the physical and psychological pain lay political agony. 
Except for that loose talk about opening the Atlantic to Italian pene- 
tration, Mussolini and the regime had never really defined their war 
aims. They had, after all, been possessed of a short-war illusion until 
the setback in Greece and, after that defeat, recognition of the regime’s 
dependence on Germany made any attempt to sketch Italian gains on 
their own account seem foolish and unrealistic. In his various speeches 
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and writings, Mussolini cast about in an effort to explain what advan- 
tage was to be gained from the war. In October 1941, for example, he 
argued that the superior will of the Axis forces was ensuring that, 
‘within a few years the world will be fascist’.59 In January 1942 it was 
race which was the key issue; the war was allowing the fusion of the 
Italian provinces to accelerate, so that, within the somewhat loose 
time-frame of a century, Italians could be sure they had made ‘a pure 
Italian race’. ‘Free access to the ocean’ would somehow promote this 
process and the general ideal of Italian unity (and it also signified an 
avoidance of giri di valtzer).°° By eschewing these sins of the Liberal 
past and marching with the Germans and Japanese ‘to the uttermost’, 
he contended, Italy was earning a good grade in the ‘test’ of war. In 
this examination, some nations fell and the others rose, and Italy must 
include itself in the latter category.” Darwinism of the crudest sort 
still won the Duce’s endorsement: 


Struggle lies at the origin of everything because life is full of contrasts. 
There is love and hatred, white and black, day and night, good and 
evil. Until these contrasts find a balance, struggle will always be placed 
at the heart of human nature and will be its supreme destiny.” 


But what, the question every day more evidently became, if Italy, 
Fascism and Mussolini belonged to the category of historical losers? 

The softness of the bourgeoisie, a sin which, it seemed, could easily 
be located in all his people, remained a target of the Duce’s savage crit- 
icism. Italians, he somewhat self-consciously told a meeting of party 
officials from the Veneto and Alto Adige — that is, the regions 
bordering the super-efficient Germanic world — must learn to be 
prompt. They must run their lives on schedule. ‘When nine o'clock is 
the time, we must go at nine o’clock and not at a quarter past nine.’ 
‘We must with utter desperation seek to become a serious people’, he 
added in phrasing which sounded despairing. The laggard and the 
lackadaisical must be expelled from the Fascist party, while ‘we punt 
resolutely on the young; punt, that is, on the new generations’. The 
federali of the Emilia were objects of a similar lecture: ‘We must make 
the Italians get used to being precise in language, in statements, in 
facts.’ ‘Foreigners’, Mussolini added, ‘see us as people who never 
arrive on time, who are always vague in our language and undertak- 
ings, who are and are not, who are fond of giri di valtzer’ (once more 
that embarrassing phrase from the First World War).%4 

Somehow, such preaching always proved unproductive; Italians did 
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not come up to the mark. In May 1942 Mussolini hectored the Party 
directorate on the troubles of the Home Front. There ‘indiscipline, 
sabotage and passive resistance could be found all along the line’. 
Fascists were hoarding ‘leather, liquor, boiled pears’ (this last sounded 
an unconscious reference to his own diet). In the years between 1915 
and 1918 — again that gnawing sense of inadequacy of the Fascist war 
compared with the Liberal one — Italians had really understood the 
meaning of self-sacrifice. Now they must be driven to it through 
‘absolute brutality’. Italian business was especially to blame; it was up 
to its old tricks and had never yielded to the Fascist revolution.® To an 
industrialist, however, he instead argued that the real blame fell on 
‘small business men and hoteliers’; they were the ones who had not yet 
been properly fascistised.®° One philippic succeeded another, but they 
never quite spelled out how amendment was meant to proceed and 
never quite explained why, given that the regime had been in office 
for twenty years, its achievement had proven so empty. In that regard, 
Mussolini was perfectly capable of the grossest contradiction. To an 
assembly of Fascist journalists, the Duce said in words which aborted 
any discussion: “During its two decades of rule, Fascism has given an 
exhaustive reply to every question which disturbs contemporary 
consciousness.’ There was not even the most minimal problem with 
the theory, Mussolini advised. It was just the practice which let 
Italians down.” 

All this speechifying was doing nothing to resolve the many 
dilemmas which the war was bringing. One terrible issue was the fate 
of the European Jews. As time passed, information about genocide was 
reaching Rome. In December 1941 Ciano was told ‘with a meaningful 
smile’ by the Croatian Minister of War, Slavko Kvaternik, that the 
number of Jews under his rule was reduced by more than two-thirds, 
through ‘a process of emigration’ from which they would not return.” 
The Italian leadership remained highly disgruntled by what Mussolini 
himself labelled the German overwhelming of Croatia in the economic, 
military and political fields,°® and Paveli¢’s own efforts to play off the 
two allies only confirmed Mussolini’s usual understanding of the 
ingratitude of self-styled friends. He was also ready to criticise Paveli¢ 
directly for his fanaticism, in killing Serbs, for example; the matter, 
Mussolini remarked, was not just ‘inhumane’, but a political ‘error, a 
grave error’.” To Hitler, however, the Duce said little, usually just 
urging in words he thought the Fiihrer would like to hear that the 
occupying forces in ex-Yugoslavia should adopt ‘extreme’ measures in 
pacifying any opposition to the Axis occupation.” 
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From the USSR and the Eastern front still viler reports began to be 
heard. In March 1942 an Italian diplomat returning from Berlin told 
colleagues at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs about ‘horrors being 
perpetrated in occupied Polish and Russian territory’, with ‘system- 
atic massacre, the killing of women and children, forced prostitution, 
the sending of nuns to brothels etc.’”” By May—June the Vatican was in, 
receipt of detailed reports of ‘the most radical Anti-Semitism’ in Axis- 
occupied territories, with ‘millions’ of dead,” although, at the very 
same time, Paveli¢ told Pius XII that, in his Catholic part of that zone, 
‘the Croat people wants its conduct and its legislation to be wholly 
inspired by Catholicism’. In response the Pope maintained that 
ambiguous or culpable silence which had become his way of coping 
with the tragedies of the war. However, by the summer and autumn of 
1942 Italian officials in Yugoslavia, France and Tunis, and anywhere 
Italian citizenship could save Jews from German barbarity, were 
initiating the curious Fascist attempt to oppose and divert the Final 
Solution.”° They directed towards the Germans those arts of obfusca- 
tion and procrastination which had always been part of their 
bureaucratic armoury and had not been eliminated by the years of 
Fascist ‘rigour’. 

Within Italy the wartime politics of race remained confused. The 
Anti-Semitic press continued its polemics. In a typically paranoid 
article in September 1942 Preziosi pressed for the ‘solution of the 
Jewish problem’, arguing that Italy was much more penetrated by 
Jews than had so far been acknowledged. ‘Crypto-Jews’, he was sure, 
pullulated in Catholic Action and the rest of the Church, while also 
being responsible for the ‘mammonisation [sic] of our bourgeoisie’. A 
precise scientific tabulation of Italian blood stocks, he stated, should 
urgently be prepared. Then the country and its revolution could move 
on.77 Farinacci, too, if rather more-vaguely, declared in a speech at 
Milan that the Jewish issue needed to be resolved with ‘firmness and 
surgical intelligence’. “The Jews want to destroy us; we will destroy 
them.’”* Other propagandists inveighed against the alleged Jewish 
domination of the USA and its leader, ‘the criminal in the White 
House’ ,72 while the most extreme racist cheerfully suggested ‘twenty- 
one million’ Jews be ‘sacrificed’ to cure a problem which cried out for 
‘extreme measures’ .®° 

Despite these brutal words, which could only be expressed with 
official approval (Mussolini's personal theoretical journal Gerarchia, 
which he had once shared with Margherita Sarfatti, also published 
diatribes against the Jews),** the practice of Anti-Semitism under 
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Fascism remained relatively benign. Until July 1943 frontier officials 
were known to permit Jewish refugees from the horrors elsewhere to 
find sanctuary across Italian borders. If war is meant, like an X-ray, to 
expose the reality of a society (and certainly the conflict brought into 
the open the murderousness at the heart of Nazism), the lenience in 
racial practice in Italian territories and the scepticism in most Italian 
minds about racial theory indicated that modern racism was an accre- 
tion to Fascism and not its epicentre. But was this true of the Duce 
himself, the Italian who, after all, was in perpetual contact with the 
Germans, as well as the man informed on a number of occasions that 
he was Hitler’s only surviving ‘real friend’? What was Mussolini's 
own position on the ‘Final Solution’? 

The answer is that, in his attitudes and responses, he was not so 
different from many Italians. If the Germans pushed, he obeyed them. 
When, for example, in August 1942 they demanded point-blank the 
right to join with the Croats in the Italian occupation zone in a sweep 
against the Jews and to be able to rely on Italian military support until 
then not forthcoming, the Duce minuted his approval. Nothing, he 
wrote, should stand in the way of this collaboration.*4 Yet he did little 
to halt continuing Italian efforts to delay and frustrate the Germans. In 
return the Nazi chiefs did not keep him fully informed. In October, for 
example, Himmler met Mussolini at the Palazzo Venezia and presented 
a half-told tale. The Jews, he acknowledged, were being deported east 
and, in ‘Russia’, ‘quite a lot’, including women and children, had been 
shot, because otherwise they helped the partisans. Mussolini in 
response nodded that ‘this is the only possible solution’. Himmler then 
enlarged his account to say that more Jews had been worked to death 
in those parts, mainly because they were so unused to manual labour. 
The Nazis, he hurried to add mendaciously, kept older Jews alive in 
some comfort at Theresienstadt or in hospitals in Berlin, Vienna and 
other places. The remaining Jews they tried to hustle across the front 
to the Soviets, only to find communist troops firing on them, ‘clearly 
demonstrating that [the Soviets], too, don’t want the Jews’.*5 

While certainly not providing his Italian ally with a complete brief 
about the terrible detail of the Final Solution, Himmler had none the 
less confirmed that murders were being perpetrated against the Jews 
and Mussolini had let him ramble on, without serious questioning or 
objection. A few weeks later Vidussoni returned from a trip to the 
Eastern Front (he claimed to have insisted virtuously on travelling in 
an adapted third-class rail compartment) with a similar mélange of 
information and disinformation. The Jews, he reported, were being 
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treated by the Germans with ‘absolute rigour’, which meant either 
their massacre or their being worked to death. ‘The Italians’, he 
added, were ‘impressed by the method of the killing’ and by the resig- 
nation with which the victims accepted it. Vidussoni’s own moral 
sense and ability to order his prose were too weak for him to say more, 
and he digressed to such other matters as the Italian soldiery’s dislike 
of the Germans, and his own admiration for Hitler and for the Nazi 
world where the Party was real.*° Nevertheless, Vidussoni had said 
enough to leave his more sophisticated Duce a little appalled by what 
he certainly knew was happening. Here, too, as so often, it was easiest 
just to be cynical — in November 1942 Mussolini fobbed off complaints 
by industrialist Alberto Pirelli about German occupation policies in 
the East by stating: ‘They are making them [the Jews] emigrate to 
another world.’*’ A few weeks later, he told the Fascist parliament that 
‘you can’t make war without hating the enemy’ and Italians, he 
charged, must slough off ‘false sentimentality’ .*° Yet he did not use this 
occasion to condemn the Jews. The massacres in the East, it must be 
concluded, were in his eyes a terrible part of the war and of the 
German alliance, but what could he, or Fascism, or Italy, do about it? 
Until July 1943 Mussolini managed to be a Pontius Pilate in regard to 
the killing of the Jews. After September 1943 that minimal detach- 
ment no longer proved possible. 

Meanwhile, as 1942 drew to a close, the weakness of the Axis 
compared with the huge Allied coalition was plain to see. In the North 
African sideshow, German assistance could not prevent the second 
great Allied advance and Cyrenaica was lost by November. In that 
same month American forces landed in French Morocco and promised 
to press forward against Tunis, hastily occupied by the Axis. Now the 
unimaginable battle of puny Italy against the wealth of the USA was 
indeed joined. Worse, on the Eastern Front Hitler had stubbornly 
locked his Sixth Army into the siege of Stalingrad — the eventual 
surrender of Marshal von Paulus in January 1943 came at a cost in 
German lives from this one battle®? which almost equalled the whole 
Italian sacrifice from 1940 to July 1943.°%° In the hellish battles in the 
East, even Hitler deprecated the assistance his forces received from the 
Italian allies; Fascist troops, he said, were worse than Romanian ones, 
(though, still a good Austrian, the Fuhrer thought the Hungarians 
were the worst).” Similarly, reports multiplied of German contempt 
for the Italian guest workers — a further 229 000 of them entered the 
Reich in 1941, 81 000 in 1942.% A ‘scientific’ study by German time 
and motion experts reckoned Italian workers were inferior in 
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productivity and discipline even to Soviet POWs; indisciplined and 
feckless, as might be expected of a ‘Southern race’, they spent too 
much time ogling women and playing cards.% In every way, the 
Italians appeared unsatisfactory allies, and, in the spring of 1942, 
Mussolini nervously repeated what he had heard was a German 
saying: “We'll win the war in two months against Russia, in four 
months against England and in four days against Italy.’%5 

If the Axis partnership worked uneasily in Europe, in North Africa 
the Allies squeezed the united German-Italian armies from west and 
east. Libya, greatest of the conquests of Liberal Italy, was lost — by 
February 1943 Rommel was seeking to barricade his Axis forces on the 
Tunisian side of the border with Tripolitania, taking over defences 
prepared by the French in the 1930s. An attempted breakout was 
thwarted after initial American losses and, by May, ‘Army Group 
Africa’ caught between the pincer of British forces advancing from 
Tripoli and the Americans proceeding from Tunis, capitulated. Some 
225 000 Italian and German POWs fell to the Allies. An invasion of 
Italy was next on the Allied agenda. 

Faced with this array of military disasters, Mussolini had no 
answers. His meetings with the Fihrer followed a regular pattern in 
which Hitler spoke on and on, most frequently in self-justification of 
the course of the war in the East (meteorologists, he told the Duce in 
April 1942, were as guilty of bad advice as were theologists).°° When 
Mussolini drew attention to Italian needs — for example when he 
wanted help to blast Malta into surrender?’ — he was fobbed off. In 
other areas, progress was hard to see. Serrano Sufier might remain a 
fascist at heart, but the military situation had convinced even him that 
Spain must preserve its neutrality.°* By February 1943 Mussolini was 
left with the tack of warning Franco that the Allies ‘will not distin- 
guish Fascism, Falangism and National Socialism’, but rather intended 
to restore ‘the Reds’.°? The Vichy French, too, even after their country 
was fully occupied by the Axis in November 1942, showed few signs 
of wishing to ingratiate themselves with the Italians. Most seriously, 
Mussolini's roundabout and apologetic efforts to diminish Hitler's 
obsession with the East and persuade him instead that ‘the Anglo- 
Saxons’ were the real enemy got nowhere, unsurprisingly since the 
ideology of Hitler, the Nazis and most of the Germans was so riveted to 
the titanic racial—ideological battle against ‘Judeo-Bolshevism’.*° 

By the spring of 1943 a desperation was becoming evident also at 
home. In February Mussolini launched another of his sudden and 
drastic cabinet changes. Now the sackings included Bottai, Riccardi 
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and Ciano, this last sent to become ambassador to the Vatican, with a 
hint that the bourgeois face of Fascism could escape its destiny by 
negotiating some deal through the Church. As if to reflect this 
intriguing possibility, Ciano jotted archly into his diary ‘the ways 
which Providence chooses are indeed sometimes mysterious’ .* Bottai, 
in his more adolescent way, confessed to trying to seem indifferent to 
the loss of his Ministry of Education, given that ‘the Chief’ had been 
cruelly unmoved when he met him.’ 

Mussolini himself went back to being Minister of Foreign Affairs, 
but his Under-Secretary was now Giuseppe Bastianini, the man who in 
1939-40 had replaced Grandi as ambassador in London and was not 
badly regarded there.'3 Belatedly Bastianini, returning to the practice 
once adopted by Suvich, tried to persuade Mussolini to formulate his 
war aims, helpfully sending him a seven-point list,’ hoping thus to 
counter the Atlantic Charter, just issued by Churchill and Roosevelt.*5 
For Bastianini, it turned out that the Italians were fighting for the 
principle of ‘ethnic unity’; all states, he wrote, should be permitted to 
achieve it (Mussolini changed the term to ‘homogeneity’ and 
restricted the states involved to ‘European ones’), full sovereignty and 
independence (again Mussolini, evidently scarred by his conflict with 
the African empire of Ethiopia and the misunderstandings at Stresa, 
narrowed the matter to Europe), the right of each state to pursue its 
own domestic system, access to the economic resources of the world 
(deleted by Mussolini), the right of social justice for peoples (similarly 
deleted), an affirmation that peace could only come through ‘real 
collaboration’ in a host of economic and social fields (Mussolini added 
that it must be European and ‘under the leadership of the Axis’), and 
freedom of the seas (dropped by the Duce). Here was a justification 
unlikely to meet the approval of Nazi fanatics, while Mussolini’s own 
corrections left a list which resembled sacro egoismo rather more than 
bespeaking a furious fascism. No wonder the Duce would now on 
occasion maintain that ‘all the Fascist wars were inevitable’ and he 
himself had just been dragged into them.’ 

In April 1943 Vidussoni finally lost his secretaryship, being 
replaced by Carlo Scorza, an old Fascist (born 1897)'” — here was proof 
that the punting on the young had not brought great returns. Scorza 
was yet another who promised to revitalise the Fascist party and, 
despite the evident lateness of the hour, extend its control over 
society. Having been elevated to Deputy Secretary of the PNF the 
previous December, Scorza had urged shortly thereafter that class 
difference in Italy must end and that the party must be purged, 
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although he was careful to suggest that ‘the most powerful weapon’ 
which Italy possessed was ‘the figure, the thought, the person, the 
action of the DUCE’.'® Once having achieved the Secretaryship, 
despite Mussolini’s gloomy intimation that he disliked subordinates 
who were too independent and activist,"°® Scorza proceeded to make a 
further sounding of the nation and, on 7 June, came up with a devas- 
tating report. 

After an introduction which emphasised that he was merely trying 
to be an ‘intelligent subordinate’, who understood that Mussolini 
wanted to ‘give a completely new direction to the whole life of the 
nation’, Scorza provided his leader with a class analysis of the country 
(for all that talk of Fascist unity, these categories still made most 
sense). Among the top people, Scorza advised, ‘Anti-Fascism and Anti- 
Mussolinism’ were ‘only contained by fear’ that the end of the war 
would bring social collapse and ‘Bolshevism’. In the more middling 
classes, among white-collar workers and professionals, the hostility 
was less obvious, but it was also hard to locate ‘committed Fascists’. 
Only the petite bourgeoisie and others of the ‘little people’ remained 
real Fascists and faithful devotees of their Duce, and they must form 
the basis of any political reconstruction. The Party itself was deeply 
sick, damaged by a numerical ‘elephantitis’, by corruption and by 
internecine quarrelling; only the young still believed in it. 
Furthermore, the state bureaucracy interfered in all aspects of life, 
including those which were the proper responsibility of the Party, 
and, especially among the senior ranks, indulged in further corrup- 
tion. Economically, too, times were bad. Hunger on the one hand and 
the black market on the other were rampant. Autarchy, with its spon- 
soring of a slew of semi-governmental bodies, had led to appalling 
overlap and confusion. Urgent cuts were mandatory. The Army was 
guilty of ‘planning failure, a lack of preparation, incompetence and 
irresponsibility’. There were five existing ‘supreme’ organisations 
running the war, none of which worked. Italians were suspicious of 
their German allies and needed better and more convincing informa- 
tion about them and their cause. The senior generals must be 
eliminated at once. In every area, Mussolini should bestir himself, act 
and be known to act. Only with the rekindling of the Fascist spirit in 
the country at large could the regime be revived and the war won.” 

Equally graphic and potentially more influential was a telegram 
from Edda in May reporting the effect on Palermo of bombing there. 
‘Here’, she said, ‘civilians feel themselves abandoned’ by the authori- 
ties, whether military or Fascist. ‘I have been in Albania and Russia 
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but never have I seen such suffering and pain. Generally’, she added 
in words which echo down Italian history whenever a northerner 
visits the south, ‘I have the impression of being dropped who knows 
where, a least a thousand miles from the Patria and civilization. 
Medicine, clothes, bread, pasta, all were lacking.™ 

Some of the populist cast of Scorza’s phrases should be discounted, 
but both his report and that of Edda showed just what a failing grade 
Fascist Italy and its Duce were receiving under the test of war. Plainly 
it was now far too late for anything to be done, and Mussolini himself, 
in his response to such information, tried to downplay the criticism 
implied."* On 10 July Allied forces landed successfully in Sicily, 
having severely bombed and then seized the ‘impregnable’ islands of 
Pantelleria"? and Lampedusa, the latter allegedly at the cost to the 
invaders of one man bitten by a donkey.™ On 14 July Mussolini, who 
had received little more than kind words from his regular petitions for 
German aerial support against the invasion,™ was left pathetically to 
ask General Ambrosio if any plan existed to save Sicily, should the 
Allies begin to penetrate it."° The Duce must have known there was 
not. 

For at least six months the possibility of Mussolini’s overthrow had 
been mooted. Since the end of 1942, Eden and the SOE had been 
receiving approaches purporting to come from Badoglio.”” Ciano, who 
had long told any who would listen that the war was lost,"* knew that 
the monarchy," the Papacy,”° business leaders,’* and the police’ 
were all ready to listen to any plan to extract Italy from the war. 
Worse, in March-April Italian workers had courageously gone on 
strike, the first such instance from within the Nazi-fascist ‘New 
Order’.3 Mussolini himself took great notice of this event, frightened 
in his soul by evidence which seemed to confirm the socialism he had 
ratted on so long ago still sparked the workers,4 although Volpi tried 
to comfort him with the line that the protests were ‘merely an 
economic phenomenon’. 

Beset by these and other spectres, Mussolini, as his contemporaries 
noted, was reduced to the Micawberish position of being utterly 
devoid of plans but hoping somehow that something positive would 
turn up.’ For the rest of the elite, the problem was starker. How could 
they get rid of Mussolini and withdraw from the war without bringing 
down on themselves and their country German fury, which would be 
unlikely to stop at personal punishment but would instead entail the 
loss of large segments of northern Italy? On 19 July Mussolini, despite 
his poor physical and mental health flying himself part of the way, met 
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Hitler at a villa near Feltre for one last discussion of the war situation. 
Bastianini had provided the Duce with a desperate memorandum, 
ascribing the series of Italian military defeats to the paucity of Fascist 
means and begging yet again for massive help.7 In the event, 
Mussolini had difficulty getting a word in edgeways as the Fiihrer 
discoursed about the general war situation, notably in the East, and 
ended by telling his Italian colleague peremptorily that he must 
produce more modern weapons and instil better morale in his offi- 
cers. 128 

While the Duce was thus so fruitlessly engaged, Allied forces 
bombed his capital, inflicting heavy damage on the working-class area 
near the railway-line and all but destroying San Lorenzo, one of the 
seven basilicas of Rome. Elsewhere bombing had a mixed record in 
effectiveness during the Second World and later wars, but the attack 
on Rome signalled the end for Mussolini. It was reported that 150 000 
Romans had fled their city,"*9 and there was general agreement that the 
populace now put their faith in the Church (or the Anglo-Americans) 
and not in Fascism. Over the next week, Foggia and Bologna were also 
savagely attacked from the air. Peasants in the countryside, little cont- 
aminated by a Fascist understanding of technologised war, took the 
bombings as further proof that Americans were millionaires every one 
— how else could they afford to knock things down with such light 
hearts?%3° 

The final act of Mussolini's dictatorship was played out at the 187th 
and last meeting of the Grand Council on the night of 24-25 July 
1943." The Council was another part of the Fascist state grown rusty 
with age — its members had not assembled since the war began. Under 
the leadership of the feline Dino Grandi, a majority of the council, 
including Ciano, Bottai, and 15 others had agreed on a motion to 
restore military command to the King. Most of those present under- 
stood that the implication was that the Duce would lose considerable 
power, though it is unclear how many realised they were provoking 
his fall and that of the Fascist regime. 

The meeting began on a hot Rome summer afternoon at 5.15 p.m. 
The atmosphere in the somewhat inaptly named Sala del Papagallo 
(Room of the Parrot) in the Palazzo Venezia was oppressive. The asth- 
matic Suardo’s laboured breathing? enhanced the tension felt by this 
sweaty group of ageing politicians. Marinelli was too deaf to under- 
stand what was going on, but, to his eventual doom, he voted with the 
majority anyway.®? Mussolini,“4 who had allegedly arrived at the 
meeting with counsel from Rachele to ‘arrest them all’ ringing in his 
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ears, opened proceedings with a lengthy and incoherent account of 
the war situation. In a speech lasting more than two hours, he was 
forced to pause from time to time to press his stomach because of the 
pain.%> He did boast, however, perhaps hoping especially to convince 
himself, that he was still possessed of ‘a memory of iron’.3° Then the 
attacks, generally embarrassed and diffident, trying to approach the 
issue tangentially, began — De Bono, for example, responded to 
Mussolini's remarks by defending the army. Farinacci, who was not 
one of the nineteen, admitted that he was ‘a disappointed soldier and 
citizen’ and, presumably remembering Vidussoni, complained that 
Mussolini had never paid enough attention to ‘us old ones’.37 

The meeting lurched on as meetings do. At midnight Mussolini 
moved to adjourn proceedings, but Grandi objected and a half-hour 
pause was approved. When discussion resumed, Bastianini declared in 
telling metaphor that ‘the Nation has gone on strike against the 
Party’.%* Finally, the vote was taken; nineteen for, seven against, with 
Suardo abstaining, and Farinacci announcing that he could only vote 
for a motion of his own.%9 It was 3 a.m. when the exhausted Fascist 
chiefs finally broke up. Mussolini had remarked to Grandi: ‘I’m a man 
of sixty [his birthday was four days off] and I know very well where 
these matters will end.’ After the final vote, he also said: ‘Gentlemen, 
you have opened the crisis of the regime.’ He did nothing, however, to 
encourage sympathisers like Scorza, or Enzo Galbiati of the MVSN,° 
who were perhaps open to the suggestion that they should act 
violently in his defence, and ignored a suggestion from Galbiati that 
he fly to Germany to ‘consult’ Himmler. 

Mussolini dragged himself home certainly to rebuke from Rachele 
and perhaps to his insomnia and depression. The next morning he 
returned promptly to work, seeing Scorza at 10.30 and the Japanese 
ambassador at noon (to whom he talked again of the need to win Hitler 
over to the idea of a separate peace with the USSR). At 5 in the after- 
noon he kept what traditionally was his bi-weekly appointment with 
the King, arriving at the Villa Savoia in a rumpled blue suit.’ Victor 
Emmanuel III, by contrast, as befitted a geriatric re soldato, was 
wearing uniform. In behaviour which seemed a ghostly repeat of the 
practices of a Liberal Cabinet crisis, Mussolini informed the King 
about the success of the Grandi motion. In reply, Victor Emmanuel, 
after touching on the hot weather, deepened Mussolini's depression 
with the remark that the Duce had become ‘the most hated man in 
Italy’. Given that fact, he had decided, the King said, that Badoglio 
must take over as Head of Government.’4 The consultation over, 


4ol 


Mussolini 


Mussolini headed back towards his own car, but a Captain Paolo 
Vigneri intercepted him and he was whisked off to a military hospital 
and imprisonment — Queen Elena, the Montenegrin, feared the 
infringement of royal hospitality thus involved; no good, she prophe- 
sied, would come of discourtesy perpetrated on a guest at the royal 
house.™° By 27 July Admiral Franco Maugeri was escorting Mussolini 
to what was in practice a form of confino on the island of Ponza. As 
Maugeri remembered the scene, Mussolini ‘was wearing a baggy, 
unpressed, shabby, blue-serge suit; it looked as if he had been sleeping 
in it for several days and he probably had’. The God of a few hours 
before now seemed ‘a wry, sad and even pathetic clown’. So — at least 
for the first time — fell Fascism and its Duce. 

On Ponza, Pietro Nenni and Tito Zaniboni, intransigent Anti- 
Fascists, were still awaiting their release, but Mussolini was put in a 
dilapidated house away from the main settlement. It had for a time 
been the place of imprisonment of the Ethiopian Ras Imru. But Ponza 
was militarily insecure and, on 7 August, Mussolini was moved to the 
naval base at La Maddalena off Sardinia. Here, too, his stay was brief 
and, on 28 August, he was transferred to the more redolently named 
Campo Imperatore, a ski resort at the Gran Sasso, 2000 metres up in 
what Mussolini drily defined as ‘the highest prison in the world’.™4 
Behind these sudden peregrinations lay the new Italian authorities’ 
fear of the Germans. The Nazis were indeed engaged in a hunt for the 
Duce which, in its bathos, foreshadowed the absurd pursuit of 
Mussolini's corpse in 1946.9 Himmler engaged an astrologer for what 
he hoped was useful advice about Mussolini's fate,° but the orthodox 
techniques of the Nazi secret service were more successful in discov- 
ering where their old Axis ally was being held. German preparations 
for his release swung into action. 

While confined on Ponza, Mussolini showed signs of a Catholic 
faith (though perhaps the local priest was the only half-tolerable 
person with whom he could have a conversation, and the Duce had a 
long record of telling interlocutors what they wanted to hear). Still in 
part ‘Prof. Mussolini’, he also settled down to translate Carducci’s Odi 
barbare into German.'* At La Maddalena he welcomed Hitler’s 
(belated) sixtieth birthday present, a complete, 24-volume set of the 
works of Nietzsche — Mussolini claimed to have read four before other 
events intervened.” The ex-Duce also wrote to his family, first asking 
Rachele for clean underwear and ‘some books’ ,53 but later telling her 
that his conscience was ‘clear’: ‘I have worked for twenty-one years 
without a break and with complete disinterest and perfect loyalty.’54 
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His correspondence with his sister was more revelatory, with Edvige 
being assured that he viewed himself as ‘defunct’, ‘a heap of skin and 
bones in process of organic decomposition’. He hoped for a Catholic 
burial, but asked, somewhat unnecessarily in the present circum- 
stances, that he not be granted official honours." 

During his captivity, Mussolini’s health continued to deteriorate. 
On Ponza, where he celebrated a melancholy sixtieth birthday, he had 
endured another severe stomach attack, although some improvement 
seemed to come thereafter from new medication.'° Logic suggested 
that he was a dead man walking.’ At La Maddalena he also lamented 
the failing state of his health, claiming that it was being ruined by the 
Sardinian climate.®* After transfer to the Campo Imperatore, he was 
lethargic, preferring to play scopone rather than to read, dining early 
at 7 p.m. and becoming most animated when he could expatiate about 
his physical condition.%? There were rumours that he planned to slash 
his wrists rather than allow himself to fall into Allied hands,*° though 
his habitual fondness for over-statement leaves doubts about his reso- 
lution in carrying through a suicide.™ 

While Mussolini was thus focused on himself, the government of 
Badoglio and the King was fumbling its attempt to get out of what was 
now deemed the ‘Fascist war’. On 3 September an agreement was 
reached with Allied negotiators and, five days later, the surrender was 
made official. Disaster followed, given that the Germans, from July 
and even before, had been extending their de facto control over most 
of Italy. By the early morning of 9 September Victor Emmanuel and his 
government, frightened for their lives and unconcerned about the 
people whom they ruled, fled Rome, abandoning the capital and all 
Central and Northern Italy to the Nazis. Amidst these chaotic events, 
on 12 September Mussolini was rescued by an SS glider team headed 
by the Austrian Colonel Otto Skorzeny, who had been personally 
entrusted by Hitler with the task shortly after 25 July.°3 The Duce’s 
gaolers had heard nothing from Rome for five days, and in the event no 
attempt was made to block the Germans. Mussolini was crammed into 
one of the single-seater planes which took off with difficulty and 
deposited him at an airport in German hands at Pratica di Mare. 
Thence he was flown on to Munich for a reunion with his family who 
had made their way to Nazi sanctuary by diverse routes, and a meeting 
with Hitler. On 18 September he was sufficiently recovered to broad- 
cast from Munich the news of his survival and his determination to 
punish the King and his aides. ‘Only blood’, Mussolini pronounced, 
‘can cancel so humiliating a page from the history of the patria’. The 
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war continued. Traitors of all types must be ‘eliminated’. The ‘para- 
sitic plutocracy’ must meet its fate. Peasants, workers and petit 
bourgeois could unite in the cause of a reinvigorated Fascism." 
According to the account Mussolini later published in the newspa- 
pers, from July to September he had experienced a ‘calvary and a 
resurrection’ .*5 

The metaphor may have been hackneyed, but Fascist sympathisers 
asserted almost at once after 1945" that, in response to the events of 
8 September, the Duce had heroically decided to offer his body to the 
Italian people to save them from what would otherwise have been a 
terrible revenge wrought by the Germans upon them for their 
‘treachery’. In this view, the new republican state established under 
Mussolini’s leadership was ‘the necessary republic’.”’ During the 
1990s this case was re-presented by serious historians riding the wave 
of revisionism about the Fascist past.%* The concept of a leader 
cleaving to the Nazis in order to shield his people from the terror and 
the horror is, of course, familiar in the literature about Philippe Pétain 
and Vichy France. Both in France and Italy, however, it remains 
unconvincing. No doubt Mussolini accepted the events being visited 
upon him, both his imprisonment and his release, with the mentality 
of a sleepwalker. If suicide was ruled out, what could he do but go 
along with them? This passivity, however, should not be confused 
with planning or sacrifice. Mussolini accepted the leadership of the 
RSI not just because there was no help for it, but also because he 
preserved political ambition, was indeed a Fascist and ‘friend of the 
Fiihrer’ and still preferred to work with the Nazi Germans rather than 
actively oppose them. Cheap fear also played a part in his choice. 
Mussolini talked grandly of how the English would clap him in the 
Tower or confine him on a desert island — the parallel between 
himself and that great Frenchman Napoleon sprang automatically to 
his mind. But behind the words lay a more simple apprehension about 
trial, humiliation and execution. Better to be with the Germans he 
knew than with the Anglo-Saxons he could only imagine; better for 
Mussolini, and bad luck for the rest. 

To be sure the Duce carried to the north by his rescuer was a ‘phys- 
ical ruin’? and at least as battered psychologically. Now he was 
accorded the assistance of German doctors, under the ultimate control 
of the Fihrer’s loopy Dr. Theodor Morell. One, Georg Zachariae, wrote 
his memoirs. On his arrival in Germany, the Duce, Zachariae recalled, 
had been given a battery of clinical tests. They demonstrated that he 
indeed suffered from a duodenal ulcer, which had in turn enlarged his 
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liver and partially blocked his bowel. Without the use of laxatives, his 
digestive processes no longer worked. There was no evidence of 
cancer; the heart and arteries functioned normally, but his blood pres- 
sure was rather low. A neurological specialist also examined the Duce, 
but found nothing abnormal. There was no sign of syphilis and, when 
asked, Mussolini vigorously denied ever having been afflicted by it.17 

Back in Italy, however, Mussolini again suffered bouts of sickness, 
depression and insomnia. The new secretary of his office noticed at a 
first meeting in October 1943 that the Duce was sitting with his belt 
undone and that, during their conversation, he reached down to alle- 
viate the pain.*” Zachariae now himself came from Germany and was 
appalled at the condition of the Italian dictator. He found him slumped 
on a divan, wearing a shirt and a dirty dressing gown, and was greeted 
by Mussolini muttering: ‘Well, you see the state I’m in.’’73 His patient 
went on to relate that he had endured an ulcer for ‘twenty years’, but 
that its effect had worsened since ‘1940’. ‘In the two or three hours 
after eating and at night he was tormented by cramps, which felt as 
though someone was punching him in the stomach as hard as they 
could.’ He could not sleep and had grown afraid of the onset of the 
night. He was forever constipated and the blockage could only be 
relieved by his taking of strong purgatives. He ate very little, certainly 
not enough, in the German doctor’s opinion, to sustain his workload. 
He was, in sum, a ‘physical wreck, on the edge of the tomb’™ — 
perhaps it was true that the habitual biliousness of Mussolini's depic- 
tion of the world and humankind owed something to his blocked 
digestion. 

Mussolini's Italian doctors had put him on a regimen of tea, pane 
biscottato (dry toast), a little boiled fruit and milk. Recently he had 
also been drinking two litres of boiled water daily. But this diet had 
only worsened his constipation. Zachariae was enough the pupil of 
Morell to look instead to the gains which might come from vitamins 
(although in his post-war memoirs he denied that he followed Morell’s 
advice fully).’5 At least by Zachariae’s account, the efforts at vitamin 
enhancement and the elimination of milk from the diet brought imme- 
diate improvement to his eminent patient. Indeed, according to the 
German doctor, by early 1944 the Duce was largely back in form, able 
to enjoy some white meat or fish and limiting the sugar in his regular 
plates of cooked fruit. Mussolini still took vitamin B and C in consid- 
erable dosage, either in pills or by injection. He put on weight, 
improved his colour, began to ride a bicycle and could play tennis for 
an hour and a half each morning. Zachariae remembered Mussolini 
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being courteously grateful when his mistakes in using foreign tongues 
were pointed out to him’”® — can he have been pining to go back to 
being that Mussolini whose ambition might have been satisfied as a 
language-teacher? But for a continuing weakness for colds and a 
lingering tiredness,‘” the Duce remained in good health until February 
1945, when another decline set in, with weight loss, stomach pain, 
depression so deep that it almost amounted to apathy, and finally ‘a 
grave nervous attack, a real breakdown’. When he first ‘saw 
Mussolini, Zachariae had surmised that the dictator’s health was so 
poor that it must have affected his decisions, probably since 1940.*79 In 
1945, it seemed, he was again reduced to being a walking corpse. 

For the restored Duce the family was discomforting. Officials may 
have busied themselves ensuring that the Villa Feltrinelli had suffi- 
cient supplies of coffee, that three wagon-loads of books were 
delivered there, that the tennis court was spruced up with bags of ‘red 
dust’ and that a manicurist kept her appointments with her august 
client,*° but the atmosphere in the Mussolini family grew rancid. 
Rachele was bitterly determined on a vendetta against those who had 
‘betrayed’ her husband in July, and directed her greatest animus 
against her son-in-law, the yuppy golfer." There was even trouble 
from young Romano, a jazz pianist in the making. Perhaps taking 
refuge from his school failures — his teachers in 1942 had suggested 
that he needed urgent remedial attention to overcome his short atten- 
tion span? — he insisted on playing boogie-woogie in the hearing of 
his German hosts, ignoring their manifest disapproval. Worse, he 
publicly told his father he was talking rubbish when the Duce claimed 
to be able to read Nietzsche's Greek quotes in the original.*®3 Even at 
home, the little and the big lies of Fascism were hard to escape. 
Whichever bleak house the family established itself in did nothing to 
increase Mussolini's charity towards his political associates; to a man, 
he remarked in October 1943, they were ‘insects’, ‘creatures who 
matured in the body of a great animal’."*4 Almost as reflex, Mussolini 
had resumed his accustomed administrative practices, expending 
much time on ‘audiences’; in any one day, he met a score of his associ- 
ates in fifteen to thirty minute sessions."*> The phantom nature of most 
of the ensuing discussion did little to lift Mussolini's spirits or dispel 
his misanthropy. 

It is therefore no surprise to discover the RSI to be a state riddled 
with contradiction, corruption and incompetence, while also being an 
organisation willing to condone and conduct violence of the most 
barbarous kind. It was now, for example, that the ‘banality of good’ 
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lost its power and Fascist Italians became direct perpetrators of the 
Final Solution. Some 7500 Jews were collected, generally by Italians, 
and despatched to their fate in the East. Six hundred and ten lived."° 
When, in November, those who were supporting the new state met at 
Verona, they drafted a Manifesto which declared brutally but with a 
hint of residual confusion: ‘Those belonging to the Jewish race are 
foreigners. During this war they belong to an enemy nationality.’*’ 
Meanwhile a decree published under the name of Minister of the 
Interior, Guido Buffarini Guidi, ordered the concentration of all Jews 
in camps and the sequestration of their property."* 

The fact that Mussolini did not himself take over the Ministry of the 
Interior was an indication both of the fragility of his own myth and 
power in the Social Republic and the failure once again to delineate 
clearly the relationship between state and party. Such (self-interested) 
Fascist true believers as Farinacci were loud in their demands that the 
party now cast off the shackles of the state administration on what 
they imagined was the model of the Fascism of 1919 and the practice in 
Nazi Germany. Confronted with conflict, Mussolini again took refuge 
in words, arguing that ‘men’ had failed him in the past and that there 
was nothing wrong with the idea of Fascism — it just needed greater 
refinement (could Professor Mussolini the Philosopher, he mused, earn 
a better grade from history than seemed likely to be awarded to the 
warlord and dictator?).%9 There was much talk of the ‘enlarging and 
perfecting’ of ‘socialisation’,"9° an idea which Mussolini had in the 
past derided," but which now fitted a desperate populism intended to 
rally the people behind their returned leadership. An advocacy of a 
drastic equalisation also had the advantage, certainly understood by 
Mussolini who slyly savoured the prospect of posthumous revenge, of 
leaving mine sociali (social mines) floating in Italian society,” with the 
potential to cause wounds and terror for any successor state to the 
Fascist dictatorship. 

Some Italians were attracted to the new regime, usually from a 
mixture of a patriotism outraged by the events of 8 September, 
a youthful sense of adventure, or a more malevolent commitment to a 
fascist Europe (each of these motives could sometimes be expressed 
through a surviving love for the Duce). Other Italians, by contrast, 
were already taking to the hills and joining the first formations of the 
armed Anti-Fascist resistance. The great majority of the populace 
belonged to neither side but hoped somehow to prevent the irruption 
of the general tragedy of war into their individual lives. Almost all 
took as their first lesson from the events of 1943: ‘here, no-one believes 
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in anything’. It was a message which, in the new millennium, can 
still be traced in Italian souls. 

For Mussolini, the chief dilemma had become the simpler one of 
how to live with himself and the profundity of his failure to find a 
political third way, nationalise the Italian masses and unequivocally 
raise the Italian nation to the ranks of the genuinely Great Powers. The 
exercise of his power had rarely happened without him preserving a 
sense of manipulation and being aware of the need to cover a possible 
retreat. Now it seemed that neither he nor any other Italian could 
aspire to frame independent policy. Mussolini’s envious admiration of 
Hitler could still lead him to tell associates that the Fiihrer was ‘a 
mystic at the head of a great, modern, State. What an adventure for 
Germany!’5 But he was just as likely to complain again about the 
fighting qualities of the Italian people. Farinacci, so long tolerated as 
his appealingly roughneck associate, had tried in September to enlist 
the Germans in his own cause — and lead the new Italy — only to find 
the fastidious Hitler taking a personal dislike to him. Farinacci’s 
days of being the man who could tell Mussolini a variety of truth were 
over; in Mussolini’s hearing, he was sarcastically dismissed as “The 
Gauleiter’ 97 Once he was established at Gargnano, Mussolini found as 
replacement a last friend in Nicola Bombacci, like himself a socialist 
‘rat’ but a more belated one, and a man who had never totally aban- 
doned socialist ideals.* In their regular talks, Mussolini could 
perhaps convince himself that he, too, had never really been bought 
and sold by the bourgeoisie. 

For the last decade the bourgeois face of Fascism had been most 
directly embodied for Mussolini by his son-in-law Ciano. In the 
successes and travails of the regime, the two had formed an odd couple 
who, contrary to some appearances, managed to associate politically. 
But now Ciano, the ‘traitor of July’ most easily within reach, was hated 
by the Germans and the other leaders of the RSI and, notably, by 
Pavolini, the secretary of the reconstituted Republican Fascist Party. 
Because their backgrounds and their attitudes until July had been so 
similar Pavolini was all the more determined on the death of his old 
friend. Rachele also demanded her son-in-law’s execution. Mussolini 
tried limply to deflect the criticism, telling his administrative secre- 
tary in October that Ciano was really no better and no worse than any 
other. The ex-Foreign Minister was, he noted insightfully, the target of 
all because they could not condemn the Duce himself.9 Ciano’s fail- 
ings, he admitted, had been his own. 

In reality, Mussolini was guilty of each of the sins of commission 
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and omission which could be attributed to both Ciano and Farinacci. 
He had preached a revolution which destroyed neither private prop- 
erty nor the family and the hierarchies associated with it. He had tried 
to be Catholic and non-Catholic, Romagnole, Italian and universal, 
populist and elitist, orthodox economist and advocate of social 
welfare, racist and realist. For a while, a long while, the trick had 
worked. He had experienced an adulation which is nowadays 
restricted to stars in the sports and entertainment ‘industries’. He had 
been ascribed a limitless charisma. He had created an ‘Italian Empire’. 
And yet somehow, amid the hosannas, personal satisfaction never 
came. Rachele and Edda increased his unease at home. Claretta might 
occasionally relieve the body but never the mind. His stomach pain 
nagged away. And now, in this ersatz new Republic, he had to live in 
the greyness of the northern lakes, and go through the motions of 
power while all the time knowing that he was reduced to being, as he 
put it, a low-grade ‘mayor of Gargnano’,?® trying to ‘stand erect in 
quicksands’.*°*" Even in that claim, he was again fooling himself. In 
1943-44 Mussolini had become a ‘puppet dictator’, a war leader 
without credible armies, a Fascist whose ideology had been hijacked 
by his ‘mystical’ partner to the north, no more than a historical 
oxymoron. Now all that loose Fascist talk about the regime’s own 
brand of mysticism, its own perfervid militancy, exacted its cost. This 
failed Mussolini was the one who, in January 1944, cravenly let his 
son-in-law go to his death in his own place, and who thereafter 
presided over the worst part of Italy’s war, still only a superficial 
matter compared with the hell in the East, but killing more than 200 
000 Italians. For him, too, in April 1945 the Second World War finally, 
and mercifully, brought an end. For this man, who had once been first 
of his class and had never lacked intelligence of a kind, the wages of 
cynicism and Darwinism, the only ideas which could still survive in 
the confusion of his mind, had indeed been dishonour and death. 
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FTER Mussolini and his mistress had been shot at Mezzegra, their 

bodies, and those of such last associates as Nicola Bombacci, 
Alessandro Pavolini, Paolo Zerbino and the Duce’s personal secretary, 
Luigi Gatti, were flung onto the back of a truck. It took them through 
the dead of night the 60 kilometres or so which separates Lago di Como 
from Milan. According to Sergio Luzzatto, a recent historian: ‘In front 
of the gates of the Villa Belmonte di Giulino, on the afternoon of 28 
April 1945, one history closed. It was that of the living body of the 
Duce. Another history opened; that of his corpse.’' In Milan, these 
corpses were united with those of Farinacci,” killed while fleeing with 
a noble mistress, and Starace — the latter had been eking out a 
pensioner’s existence in Milan, dining at the mensa di guerra and 
feebly exhibiting his surviving Fascist élan by jogging around the 
streets, where he was ignored or avoided by all, and could only 
partially comprehend what was happening to the regime, to the 
country and to himself.’ The partisans’ destination in the Lombard 
capital was the Piazzale Loreto near the central railway station, an 
undistinguished suburban square with a set of petrol bowsers to one 
side. Today they have disappeared, replaced by a rusting monument to 
the Resistance, but fans of il fast (fast food) can appease their appetites 
at a McDonald's overseeing the site from a second floor and there 
contemplate the ‘real’ victors of all the Second World Wars. 

The Piazzale Loreto had not been chosen lightly. On the morning of 
10 August 1944, at German command, 15 imprisoned partisans had 
been shot there in reprisal for Allied bombing and Resistance raids. To 
the horror of the locals, the corpses were then exposed publicly in the 
Square — some women, it was rumoured, moved to pity at the sight, 
had strewn flowers on their remains. The authorities of the RSI, 
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publicly and privately, tried to detach themselves from any responsi- 
bility for this savagery. One leading official complained that such overt 
cruelty only helped the Allies.4 Distant from the action at Salo, 
Mussolini was reported to have mumbled: ‘For the blood of Piazzale 
Loreto, we shall pay dearly.’> Such special pleading after the event 
cannot be read too literally. The Nazis were in Milan as the friends and 
allies of the Fascist state, and the Duce and his colleagues could 
scarcely have been surprised by the Nazi liking for condign punish- 
ment. In any case, Piazzale Loreto was not the only place in Italy 
where the Nazis practised public terror, but it was a site which Italians 
would have a double cause to remember. 

The second moment of horror in the Piazzale Loreto was destined to 
be different from the first. If national stereotypes play any part in 
history, then it was to be more an ‘Italian’ than a ‘German’ event. The 
truck carrying the bodies of Mussolini and his comrades reached 
Milan in the early hours of the morning of 29 April, without the 
Resistance chiefs having worked out what they might do with what to 
some might seem the holy relics of the dictator. The partisans who had 
come from Lago di Como had a clearer idea on the subject and 
proceeded to the Piazzale Loreto. There they flung the bodies down on 
the dirt of the square, in front of a row of peeling placards advertising 
local cinematic and theatrical events.° The news spread that here was 
entertainment of a more immediate kind. 

In a spring dawn, the people of the neighbourhood, their lives 
having been so disrupted and afflicted by war, spontaneously began to 
assemble. The moment had come when they could show what they 
thought about Mussolini’s tyranny, the disaster of the war, great poli- 
tics, and, most simply, the fall of a dictator. The dead Mussolini at last 
could be attacked with impunity. Not only did the crowd hurl impre- 
cations at their ex-leader and spit at his remains, they also hit out at 
the corpse with sticks and their bare hands. Local women, it is 
claimed, urinated on it. The 15 executed in 1944 were revenged. In 
every way, the end of the dictator was made humiliating and 
disgraceful. He was photographed lying almost on top of his mistress 
but carrying, sceptre-like, a Fascist gagliardetto (pennon). In that 
image, he looked for a moment like a dead or deposed king, clutching 
hopelessly but unrepentantly the hollow (if phallic) sceptre of power. 
When, with a certain mercy, his body was strung up beside the 
bowsers, it was covered with detritus. Brain matter seeped out from 
wounds which were especially deep on the right side of Mussolini's 
head. Next to the Duce swung the corpse of Claretta Petacci, devoted 
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in her naive conventionality to her ‘Ben’ until beyond the end. A ‘man 
of respect’, or, according to some, a charitable priest, had tied up her 
skirts so that, as she swung upside down, she did not expose too much 
of her charms to the raucous and unforgiving public. 

Sergio Luzzatto has moralised about the macabre nature of this 
scene, depicting it as ‘a festival of death’, which left a regrettably 
negative legacy to the Italian Republic.’ In interpreting events this 
way, Luzzatto was pursuing a party line. Current conservative Italian 
historiography is engaged in a campaign to de-ideologise the past, so 
that it can better fit that de-ideologised present in which we all live, or 
are meant to live, after ‘the end of history’. In 1945 the more self-aware 
ex-Fascists had similarly been troubled by the ‘terrible ferocity’ mani- 
fested by the people,* no doubt half thinking that there but for the 
grace of God went they. A rival reading of the Piazzale Loreto is, 
however, possible. Mussolini’s end in that square actually had much 
that was appropriate about it. The boy from Dovia had made it all the 
way to Predappio, to Forli, to Milan, and on to Rome and back to 
Milan, the Lombard city where his brother had worked and died. 
Before 1914 it had already become his crucial power base. Its bankers 
and businessmen had given help when needed, fully abandoning their 
Duce only when the war was plainly lost. In 1943-45 Mussolini had 
hoped that Milan could somehow become the capital of the RSI.’ 
Perhaps the architecture of the place was a little too Germanic, too 
redolent of the days of Habsburg rule, too like the Trentino for the 
contentment of the Duce’s ghost. On the other hand, the city was near 
to Europe, to Paris, and so to that great world where the young 
Mussolini had imagined himself questing. Rome, Africa and the rest 
had turned out to be illusions. Milan was a proper place in which 
Benito Mussolini should die (or have his death made public). 

Nor was the ‘spectacle’ of Piazzale Loreto as ‘unedifying’ as 
Luzzatto thinks. The events of 29 April did not really replay the 
parades and speeches of the Piazza Venezia in Rome.'° Rather the death 
rites of the Duce were those that failed tyrants had often expected 
from history. The people’s reactions were doubtless violent but, when 
compared with what the Fascist regime had done to them, their fami- 
lies and to a whole host of victims, were not especially cruel. The more 
telling contrast is with the events of Hitler’s death in his Berlin 
bunker. Mussolini's old patron, Giuseppe Prezzolini, who had waited 
out the Second World War in New York but retained his usual ability 
to read history awry, commented in his diary on 5 May that ‘Hitler is 
dead with decency and mystery, as suits a god of the Niebelungen. 
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Thus he seems the opposite of Mussolini, killed as if in a pub brawl.’ 
Certainly, the Fiihrer met his end with the fire and technology of war 
all about, in a sort of Gétterdammerung, leaving his teeth as his surest 
identifying remnant. Mussolini's demise was of a more conventional 
and recognisable, and less ‘modern’ kind, as befitted a man who had 
committed acts of great evil but who did not utterly betray 
humankind. 

Moreover, the people, in their spontaneous and violent contempt, 
were not the only group to seek their dealings with the dead Duce. 
After its day in the Piazzale Loreto, his corpse was carried to the 
hospital (the Istituto di medicina legale) of the University of Milan.” 
There it was mercifully cleaned and measured — at death, Mussolini 
had weighed 72 kilograms and was 1.66 metres tall.!* The body was 
also subjected to the posthumous insult of autopsy. The American 
military authorities demanded, as it were, their slice of the action. 
Clinically precise, despite the crowds of Italians who continued to mill 
around the corpse even within the hospital, the American doctors 
removed some brain tissue from the Duce’s head and sent it back to 
their home country for examination. The Americans, troubled by the 
thought that any could reject the beneficence of their ideals, were 
convinced that Mussolini was ‘mad’. Insanity, they believed, had been 
brought on by longstanding syphilis (although they had so far spared 
the Duce the sort of psychoanalysis in absentia which some of their 
‘experts’ had visited on Hitler during the war).'* Now they looked to 
medical science to prove their hypotheses correct. 

However, the US soon had a Cold War to organise and manage, and 
Mussolini rapidly lost ground as a significant figure in their 
demonology. In any case it was confirmed yet again that he did not 
suffer from syphilis. Mere science did not have the answer to his poli- 
tics. This matter resolved, or, rather, the examination of Mussolini's 
tissue over, the slivers of brain were preserved for years at St 
Elizabeth’s psychiatric hospital in Washington. Eventually, however, 
perhaps prompted by some desire to spring-clean, it was agreed to get 
rid of them. On 25 March 1966 the remnants of brain matter were 
returned to Rachele, ‘in six test tubes in a wooden box, with the 
compliments of the US ambassador in Rome’.’? Allegedly the English- 
language tag on the box ascribed the remains to a certain 
‘Mussolinni’.'° 

Exempted from this American sojourn, the rest of Mussolini's 
corpse had been moved from the Istituto di medicina legale to a hurried 
and anonymous burial at the Musocco cemetery outside the city of 
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Milan.'’ The grave was numbered 384, but was otherwise unmarked.’ 
The Mussolini family, presently dispersed, was not permitted 
mourning. But the body was not yet to lie still. At midnight on 22 
April 1946 Domenico Leccisi, a Fascist nostalgic, broke into the ceme- 
tery aiming, with the help of two friends, to steal the corpse. By his 
own account, Leccisi admits that his career as a body-snatcher had a 
bathetic side. Amid some confusion, the actual tomb was not reached 
until 2.30 a.m. Then the soil proved as hard as stone, the digging was 
difficult and noisy and it took more than an hour and a half to begin 
to uncover the Duce. Eventually, Leccisi himself jumped into the hole 
he and his friends had made and prised open the coffin to reveal 
Mussolini's mouldering head, set, so Leccisi thought, in a sad smile.!° 
The ex-dictator’s body was wrapped in a sheet and was unwound only 
with great trouble. It was also heavy and unwieldy — how could it be 
transported across the wide spaces of the cemetery? Dawn was 
approaching as the conspirators resolved this problem when they 
located a gardener’s wheelbarrow in which to deposit their treasure. 
Leccisi recalls his concern because, as the barrow was pushed 
hurriedly down the cemetery’s paths, Mussolini's head lolled out over 
the side.*® Leccisi, in his piety or fanaticism, had planned that his 
escapade should resemble an Easter resurrection and he had aimed to 
leave the tomb-site marching with the solemnity and good order of a 
funeral. Actually the final departure was hurried, and some pieces of 
skin and bone from the decaying Duce spilled out on the parapet of the 
2-metre cemetery wall.’ In addition, Leccisi’s assistant tripped as he 
climbed the barrier and tumbled to the ground, dropping the corpse 
which fell on top of him. Recomposing themselves, and their Duce, as 
best they could, Leccisi and his friends shoved their booty into the 
back of their car and sped off into the morning light.” More in tune 
with the plan, they had remembered to leave behind some propaganda 
material for the Partito fascista democratico (Fascist democratic party), 
a tiny group which Leccisi led. A press release was also issued; it read 
‘Musocco — the dead have taken wings’.” It was true that, during the 
latter stages of the war, an American preacher-man had detected that 
Mussolini was the Anti-Christ — Viva il Duce, he claimed, concealed 
the number 666, the mark of the beast — and had predicted his resur- 
rection,“ but he had not foreseen Leccisi’s method of assuming 
Mussolini into the ether. 

For all their achievement as body-snatchers, Leccisi and his friends 
were scarcely destined to rise to power. None the less, the disappear- 
ance of even a defunct Duce did make an impact on the Italian media, 
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then passionately debating the coming referendum which, on 2 June, 
decided to expel the Savoy dynasty and at last made Italy a republic. 
In a farcical re-evocation of the tragic events in 1924 concerning 
Matteotti, the fate of the corpse became a public matter. In a search 
which resembled a protracted scene from the Keystone Cops, the police 
and other judicial authorities took a hundred days to rediscover the 
body, while rumours grew steadily more vivid about its fate. Some 
believed that Mussolini’s corpse would be exposed on the ‘Altar of the 
Fatherland’ in Rome and so check the ceremonies of the first anniver- 
sary of the end of the war. Others feared Churchill, whose name 
post-war fancy often bracketed with Mussolini’s, had ordered it spir- 
ited across the Channel for an unclear reason. The police, 
overestimating their opponents in a predictable fashion, were sure that 
the abductors were expert in necrology and medicine, as well as 
plainly in receipt of considerable finance.” 

Despite such delusions, the authorities did soon penetrate the thin 
and inexperienced ranks of the Partito fascista democratico, and made 
some arrests.*° What they could not do, however, as the date of the 
referendum neared and then passed, was locate the body. Not until 31 
July was Leccisi trapped in Milan, but he did not bend under ques- 
tioning. Finally, on 11 August two priests with Fascist sympathies, the 
delightfully named Padre Zucca (Father Pumpkin) and Padre Alberto 
Parini, brother of Piero Parini, a leading Salo Fascist, confessed that 
they had helped in the concealment of Mussolini’s remains. At first the 
body had been taken to the Valtellina — again ironies abounded in this 
belated arrival of the Duce at a place which he had sometimes boasted 
would constitute Fascism’s last redoubt. However, the corpse spent 
only a couple of weeks hidden there before being brought back to 
Milan and, with the aid of the pious fathers, hidden for a while at the 
Church of Sant’ Angelo.”’ From there it was moved again and, during 
the last weeks, what was left of the Duce had been preserved in the 
noble and beautiful surrounds of the Certosa of Pavia, one of Italy’s 
most distinguished religious sites. Such beauty did not enhance the 
condition of the corpse, however. It was meanly wrapped in plastic 
sheeting and crammed into a box which had itself been concealed ina 
wall-cupboard of a monk’s cell on the ground floor of the Certosa.”* 

Sergio Luzzatto, historian of these grotesque events, is very 
inclined to sympathise with Leccisi, whom he regards as ‘a genuine 
person, sincerely devoted to the cult of the Duce and to the cause of 
neo-fascism’. Luzzatto is critical of the reaction of the Italian govern- 
ment to what they treated as a schoolboy prank. Leccisi received a 
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mild gaol term of 6 months for forging counterfeit money (some stocks 
of it had been found in the raid on the Partito fascista democratico), 
and was allowed to get away scot-free with his kidnapping of the 
corpse.” It might be argued, in reply, that such mercy amounted to an 
excellent tactic by the authorities, helping the whole affair to be 
treated with the derision it deserved. Mouldering dictators might have 
a certain allure, but it was proper that the purloining of Mussolini's 
corpse did not distract Italians from voting in the Republic and 
commencing a political process which, over the next decades, brought 
to the people of the peninsula many and much needed reforms. 

While the history of the Republic in its chiaroscuro lay ahead, 
Mussolini was reburied, this time in the Capuchin chapel at Cerro 
Maggiore, outside Milan. His bodily remains, lacking the brain slivers 
and the dropped pieces of skin and bone, were, on this occasion, 
interred with Christian ceremony, as Catholic charity suggested. 
Fathers Zucca and Parini had exacted such a concession to dignity or 
piety before revealing the hideout at the Pavia Certosa.”° 

However, another chapter of the saga of Mussolini's corpse was still 
to be written. In 1957 Mussolini was moved again, on this final occa- 
sion home to the San Cassiano cemetery at Predappio, near where 
Rachele again lived and where, according to her admirers, she was 
frugally given to cooking bean soup for her surviving friends and rela- 
tions.*! The agent of Mussolini's final transfer was Christian Democrat 
Prime Minister, Adone Zoli, a lawyer now based in Florence and a 
Catholic Anti-Fascist. More importantly, Zoli also sprang from that 
same family on whose estates Rachele had been born,” and who had 
provided the counsel to Rosa Maltoni, persuading her to send her son 
to the Salesians at Faenza,*? and who had otherwise been useful 
patrons of the Mussolinis.* Naturally, Adone Zoli had retained 
contacts both with the administration of Predappio and with 
surviving members of the Mussolini family. Moreover, he may have 
been pushed towards a new clemency by the preaching, in the early 
part of the 1950s, of the aged parish priest at Predappio. This chari- 
table prelate was Don Pietro Zoli, a man who remembered with 
advantages his own training at Rosa Maltoni’s school before the First 
World War.*®° 

It was thus no surprise when Adone Zoli issued the necessary 
government permits which, on 31 August 1957, allowed Mussolini to 
be buried with some ceremony in the family crypt in his home town.*© 
Reviewing the event, a British official commented that ‘Italians deeply 
respect the dead and the feelings of the bereaved, a fact which even 
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the Communists have [had] to take into account in their criticisms of 
the government.’ In any case, he added charitably, ‘the memory of the 
Duce, in spite of his crimes against the Italian nation, no longer 
arouses violent feelings among the great majority of Italians. If his 
misdeeds are remembered, so are his early achievements and his 
efforts to give his people a sense of nationhood’.*” Mussolini’s own 
spirit might not have been so easily pacified. Although he had avoided 
thinking about the matter when in office, it may be surmised that, had 
the dictator died in power, he would have been interred in a grandiose 
tomb at Rome, the ideal heart of the nation. Perhaps the model suburb 
of EUR could have provided a suitable place of entombment, given the 
monumentality of its Fascist architecture. But, in the event, the Duce’s 
final resting place was at the San Cassiano cemetery. Interment there 
with considerable irony carried deep resonances of micro-history, of 
the story of the paese and the paesani of Predappio. Mussolini's fate 
was to be buried in the world of the Italies and not that of a restored 
Italian Roman empire. Even posthumously, his ambitions to strut 
triumphantly in the wider world failed. 

Of course in Predappio few locals saw it that way. They remembered 
instead that, under the regime, their paese had blossomed in a modest 
yet telling way. The most important change to the town was a move in 
its centre of gravity, down the hill towards the river Rabbi, and to 
Dovia and the Casa Natale del Duce. Predappio vecchio (Old 
Predappio) slept on its hill, content with its sloping, roughly oval- 
shaped, piazza, its two rival churches and its pastel-painted houses, 
looking for all the world like a set for the staging of the Barber of 
Seville. Predappio nuovo (New Predappio) exhibited a different sort of 
architecture, carrying a diverse and more militant message. Already in 
the mid-1920s New Predappio was a place for pilgrimages. A colon- 
naded area marked the centre of the place: from there awed Fascist 
visitors were meant to turn their gaze to the east and see the Rocca 
delle Caminate, castle-residence of the Mussolini family. To the west, 
just above the colonnades, they could admire the old schoolhouse of 
Varano, the ‘birthplace of the Duce’, inevitably a sacred site. Into this 
central area, which also served more prosaically as a market, ran the 
Corso Benito Mussolini, not really as grand a street as the name 
implied, but the main artery through the town. At the southern end of 
it was another square, dominated by the new, imposing but ugly 
Church of Sant’ Antonio and the rather more handsome, turreted, Casa 
del Fascio. Scattered along the Corso lay a new barracks (for the Duce’s 
personal guard), a new school named after Rosa Maltoni, a new 
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hospital and, perhaps most usefully, a new bank. During the 1930s on 
some flattish land near the river, a Caproni factory for the construction 
of aeroplanes was established, and an airfield was bulldozed from the 
surrounding foothills of the Apennines (although it is said that no 
planes ever took off from its runway). Some years earlier, the flour- 
ishing commune of Predappio had even been permitted to annex the 
nearby paese of Fiumana, in what was doubtless its tiny version of a 
Weltpolitik.*® 

In other words the Fascist regime had been good for Predappio, if in 
a less than overwhelming fashion. Fascist trade union boss, Edmondo 
Rossoni, had encouraged rather more lavish spending on his home 
paese, Tresigallo di Ferrara. Actually, the most renowned Mussolini in 
Predappio and its environs was not Benito, but Rachele. She was the 
local padrona, the dura, the ‘tough one’, whom it was better not to 
cross; she was Donna Rachele, a woman of respect,” if, like many 
another such person, thought not above certainly the exercise of 
patronage and perhaps the seeking of illicit financial gain.* After all 
Rachele had gone on speaking the local dialect as her language of 
choice until the end of the regime, thus ignoring its nationalising 
pretensions.*! After 1945 she soon renewed her local presence, 
running the nearby Mussolini family estate at the Villa Carpena and, 
for a time, presiding over a restaurant in the shadow of the Rocca delle 
Caminate, where she offered her clients rich helpings of tagliatelle alla 
bolognese, the speciality of the region.” 

There were other ironies in the post-Fascist history of Predappio. 
With the war over, it at once fell to the Left, with the soul of 
Alessandro Mussolini thus, in a sense, triumphing over that of his son. 
As was typical of the Emilia-Romagna, it became a stronghold of the 
PCI. Writing in the 1950s, Vittore Querel, a Fascist sympathiser, 
lamented this fact, declaring Predappio (with some exaggeration) ‘the 
poorest and most abandoned, the saddest and most wretched town in 
all Italy’. He also bewailed the way in which the Casa Natale had 
been sacked by partisans at the end of the war, condemning the degra- 
dation then visited on the cemetery at San Cassiano, although he did 
admit that it had been cleaned up thereafter, allowing it to resume its 
character as ‘one of the most romantic spots in the Romagna’.“ 

Querel had one other great theme, and that was the possibility that 
Predappio, nourished by tourist monies, could find a remunerated role 
as a place of pilgrimage to, and remembrance of, the history of the 
Duce. Already, he noted, visitors were arriving; Fascist nostalgics 
being inclined to gather at the Bar Sport. Many then proceeded to 


418 


The ghost of Benito Mussolini, 1945-2001 


the Mussolini crypt, which contained the bodies of Mussolini's 
parents, of Arnaldo and Bruno, and of Bruno’s wife, Gina.*® Actually, 
Gina Ruberti’s tomb was the only one not adorned with Fascist 
insignia,*’ perhaps because her death in May 1946 had occurred in a 
boating accident when she was alone with some English officers. 
Scandalous and salacious rumours had spread about what such 
company might have signified.* 

Querel also mentioned the availability in the crypt of a notebook 
into which ‘humble people, soldiers, Fascists’ could inscribe their 
respect ‘for the Man who has fallen and whose corpse has not yet 
found peace’. Shortly after Querel wrote this account, his implied 
wish was granted — Mussolini's remains were entombed with those of 
his relatives. However, a complete peace still escaped the Duce. On 
Christmas night of 1971 at a time of political excitation in Italy, a 
mysterious bomb blew out the door of the San Cassiano crypt.*° More 
broadly, the Mussolini family found it hard to slough off their inheri- 
tance from the Duce and their own lives were neither happy nor 
productive. The polio-stricken Anna Maria married, but died without 
issue in 1968. Her elder sister Edda never forgave her father for his 
betrayal of her husband and, after 1945, resumed a fecklessly worldly 
life — some purist Fascists were alarmed by rumours that she bathed 
nude in the seas off Lipari.*! She did not die till 1995, but was long a 
victim of kidney disease, perhaps the result of her drinking. She had 
watched one of her sons, Fabrizio, run unsuccessfully for parliament 
as a member of the neo-fascist MSI (Movimento Sociale Italiano or 
Italian Social Movement). He had described himself uneasily as ‘the 
son of a Fascist who got it wrong and paid for it’. After his predictable 
defeat, he emigrated to Venezuela.” Her other son, Marzio, died of 
alcoholism in 1974. 

Vittorio Mussolini, the eldest son of the dictator, also spent many 
years in Latin America, that region of the world where a migration 
from the Italies had continued for some generations, but where the 
national government of Italy had rarely carried much weight. Vittorio 
had fled to Argentina in December 1946, utilising those Vatican 
networks which were so helpful to many ex-fascists in the aftermath 
of the war. In Buenos Aires he was well received by local dictator Juan 
Peron, a long-time Mussolini admirer who treasured a memory of 
being in the cheering crowd when, in 1936 victorious in Ethiopia, 
Mussolini had proclaimed the new Roman empire. Eventually Vittorio 
began to make occasional visits to Italy, usually to ‘defend’ his own 
‘honour’ as a soldier and that of the family, before returning for good 
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in 1968. His marriage broke up, but in October 1979, with the death of 
Rachele, he did assume the title of head of the Mussolini family.” 

Romano, Vittorio’s surviving younger brother, enjoyed a post-war 
career as a jazz pianist, a somewhat politically incorrect interest for the 
son of an ‘Aryan’ Fascist dictator. Like other members of his family, 
and presumably prompted by journalists on the make, Romano even- 
tually published some memoirs about his father in coffee-table format 
and particularly anodyne in their content.” His greater claim to fame 
was his marriage, for a time, to the Neapolitan Maria Scicolone, a sister 
of the actor Sophia Loren, although eventually this marriage, too, 
ended in divorce.*° The daughter of this union, the photogenic 
Alessandra Mussolini, did hit the headlines when, in 1992, she was 
elected to the Italian chamber of deputies,*’ where, in the new millen- 
nium, she remains. She had won her electoral victory as a member of 
the MSI, now renamed the Alleanza Nazionale (National Alliance) and 
declared by its leader, in 2001 to be Italy’s Deputy Prime Minister, 
Gianfranco Fini, “post-Fascist’. Alessandra Mussolini’s own politics 
have proved somewhat erratic, while the patriarchal beliefs of many of 
her fellow AN members have not helped her rise in her party’s ranks, 
all the more given her own dallying with a sort of Fascist feminism. 
She can, however, always earn press coverage with a ceremony of some 
kind — a marriage, a baptism, a commemoration — held at the ‘Fascist’ 
church of Sant’ Antonio at Predappio. She has also striven to preserve 
a reputation as a ‘true believer’ in her grandfather. ‘I’m called 
Mussolini’, she typically told an interviewer, ‘I have a clear identity 

. the people love me or hate me’. In reality, the meaning of such 
phrases is anything but limpid, but, as far as the media is concerned, 
Alessandra is the Mussolini of the new generation. Additionally, in 
naming her second daughter Clarissa Benita, Alessandra apparently 
envisages Mussolinis still bound spiritually to the Duce in the genera- 
tions beyond her own. 

Querel’s imaginings about a tourist future for Predappio have 
proven partially correct, although the continuance of leftist adminis- 
tration deflated ambitions to turn the paese into a centre of full-blown 
fascist mysticism. A visitor today can still find the architecture, the 
crypt and the notebook ~ it is said that a new one replaces an old every 
6 weeks, by which time its pages have been filled with pledges of 
honour and respect for the Duce and with hopeful statements about 
the imminent resurrection of his ideas. To make the atmosphere more 
suggestive, an eternal flame burns before the Duce’s remains, a 
frowning marble bust records his facial features, while such relics as 
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his black shirt and one military boot (the other was somehow lost 
during the abduction of 1946) recall his militancy. An altar is signed 
with that characteristic ‘M’, which was once the brief indication that 
Mussolini had scanned and comprehended a bureaucratic memo- 
randum. In the town itself a tourist can choose between four 
memorabilia shops. From them, Fascist nostalgics can pick up at a good 
price teeshirts with salutary messages printed on them, imitation 
weapons, small statues of the dictator (and of his lineal heirs, the 
leaders of the MSI and AN) and postcards. The ruling junta of 
Predappio dreams of better ways to recali the town’s most famous son 
and to appraise his history, perhaps through a ‘heritage’ museum of 
Fascism and Anti-Fascism, which could give a satisfactory purpose to 
the elegant erstwhile Casa del Fascio. But such hopes are blasted by 
the fear that history is too easily twisted into celebration and noto- 
riety. In the streets of Predappio, the ghost of Benito Mussolini is 
neither quiet nor altogether quietened. 

It is clear, then, that until 1957 and even thereafter Mussolini's 
body may have had trouble mouldering in its grave, but what of his 
spirit, the ideals of Fascism, the memory of the whole Fascist experi- 
ence? How deeply was Fascism ingrained in Republican Italy? After 
1945, did Mussolini’s soul in some way go marching on? 

Politically, the answer to these questions is a plain ‘yes’. Whereas 
West Germany, East Germany and Austria, in their different ways, all 
did their best to fudge and conceal the popularity and ubiquity of 
Nazi support in Germanic lands, Italy pursued a much more open 
course about its Fascist past. Even in 1944 the curiously named Uomo 
Qualunque (Everyman) party, headed by radio comedian and journalist 
Guglielmo Giannini, rallied sympathisers with the fallen regime, espe- 
cially in Rome and the South, under the slogan Abbasso tutti (Down 
with everything).*? Not long after, Giannini was destroyed politically 
by the canniness, or ruthlessness, of PCI leader Palmiro Togliatti. 
However, Giannini’s political demise had already been offset by the 
creation on 26 December 1946 of the Movimento Sociale Italiano, under 
the guidance of Arturo Michelini.® The indirectness of the name 
‘social movement’ was enough to get around Italian laws hostile to the 
re-establishment of the Fascist party. Those in the know apparently 
understood that MSI ‘really’ stood for Mussolini Sempre Immortale 
(Mussolini Always Immortal),°' although the Duce himself, a man who 
in office loved to point out journalists’ errors and solecisms, might 
have been pained by the tautology. 

The MSI soon found a role in the multi-party Italian system, usually 
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garnering fourth place in national elections, behind the Christian 
Democrats, the PCI, and the socialists. Although there were great 
regional variations, most of the time the neo-fascist party could aspire 
to some 8 per cent of the vote. Like its rivals in the Italian parliament, 
the MSI harboured internal factions. Its history was thus characterised 
by a succession of disputes between moderates, ready, through some 
version of trasformismo, to accept an entry into the Republican 
system, and true believers, opposed to such compromise. Giorgio 
Almirante, leader of the party through the 1970s and 1980s and once 
a writer for the ponderously Anti-Semitic journal La difesa della razza, 
as well as an official under the Salo regime, could on occasion tack 
before the political wind. But there can be little doubt that he encour- 
aged such unreconstructed philosophers of neo-fascism as Pino Rauti 
and Julius Evola, the latter once his colleague on La difesa della razza. 
Moreover, just to the party’s right lay a constellation of fascist terror- 
ists. Their actions continued to scar the history of the Italian Republic, 
most tragically in the bombings of Piazza Fontana at Milan in 
December 1969, Piazza della Loggia at Brescia in May 1974, and in 
various attempts to attack the railway line between Florence and 
Bologna. These schemes culminated in the murderous destruction of 
Bologna station in August 1980 when more than 80 victims died. 

A more humdrum terrorism was common in certain zones of Rome, 
Milan and other cities, and on university campuses, where, especially 
during the politically riven period that followed the upheavals of 
1968, the equivalent of ‘no go’ areas were patrolled by fascist thugs.” 
In Italian youth culture, Fascism retained, and presently retains, if 
now in rather different guise, a prominent role. Football fans regularly 
parade their masculinity under Fascist banners. More seriously, for 
some youth flaunting a generic Fascism seems the really radical 
posture, the only ‘diverse’ political stance available in a society locked 
into consensus for the market and its world order, a sort of national 
fundamentalism. A different sort of nostalgia for the regime has long 
been common in many areas of southern Italy (always the MSI's largest 
voting base) and, even more so, in Italian emigrant communities scat- 
tered around the world. In Australia, for example, Franco Battistessa, 
an extremist Fascist whose curious boast was that he had founded the 
first fascio in Bombay, remained a powerful figure in the media of the 
‘Italian community’, a group which welcomed for a time a paper called 
La Gente d'Italia (in order not openly to be named II Popolo d’Italia).© 
A relative lack of education was often accompanied by a sentimental 
approval of Fascism both among emigrants and among those who had 
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stayed in Italy. As Sergio Luzzatto has noted, those fans of popular 
culture who, during the 1950s and 1960s, concentrated their reading 
on pulp magazines, often preferred a popular history yearning for 
Fascist order, and being decidedly nostalgic about the ‘strong man’ 
Mussolini himself. Indro Montanelli, ex-Fascist journalist turned 
independent radical conservative, satisfied the hunger of that section 
of this public for actual books with a series of narrative histories with 
the same theme.® 

More influentially, in the secret service and business worlds, indeed 
in all the partially hidden networks of the ruling elites, including 
those blessed by the American embassy, a residual yen for Fascism had 
by no means been eliminated. Anti-Communism, Anti-Anti-Fascism 
and some version of Fascism were not always easy to tease apart. In 
1964 and 1970 rightist coups were contemplated in these circles, and 
there may have been other instances when the downfall of the 
Republic was plotted. Furthermore, these ‘extra-parliamentary’ 
groups always cherished international connections, frequently 
surfacing as supporters of South American dictators, of Apartheid 
while it lasted in South Africa, of Franco, Salazar and the Greek 
colonels and, indeed, of anti-democratic forces wherever they might 
be found. 

The only problem is whether the ghost of Mussolini could take 
much credit for this neo-fascism. Memories of him were often mixed. 
Such a self-consciously profound thinker as Julius Evola preferred the 
Romanian Corneliu Codreanu, murdered leader of the ‘Legion of the 
Archangel Michael’, who had the advantage of leaving behind a 
corpus of cloudily mystical writings, and whose verbal extremism had 
never been dimmed by the compromises common to holders of office. 
Neo-fascists were rarely ill advised enough to write it down on a piece 
of paper, but the secret predilection of many was actually for the 
macabrely Wagnerian ‘success’ of Hitler and the Germanic right, 
rather than for the doubtful totalitarianism of Mussolini. The drastic 
and humiliating nature of the Italian defeat in the Second World War 
was a heavy legacy fully to deny or overcome. 

None the less Mussolini fans did from time to time surface. In the 
1960s neo-fascist intellectual Giano Accamé organised in Rome a series 
of lectures under the title Incontri romani della cultura di destra 
(Roman meetings of right-wing culture). Among Accame’s speakers 
was the American political scientist, A.J. Gregor, at that stage the only 
scholar in the Anglo-Saxon world who took Mussolini's thought at all 
seriously. The MSI could also rely on help from the publisher 
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Giovanni Volpe, the son of the most prominent historian under the 
regime, Gioacchino Volpe,°’ an intellectual who made little effort to 
change his political shirt after 1945. By the 1990s Bruno Bottai, the son 
of the Fascist minister, had become bureaucratic head of the Italian 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs,°* and his contacts were appreciated by 
that ‘De Felice school’ which strove to moderate past condemnations 
of Fascism. 

In the English-speaking world, however, Mussolini had been 
receiving a very bad posthumous press. Historian after historian 
wrote him off as little more than a joke. A.J.P. Taylor, the most brilliant 
historical writer of his generation, put this interpretation into the 
most striking words: 


Fascism never possessed the ruthless drive, let alone the material 
strength, of National Socialism. Morally it was just as corrupting — or 
perhaps more so from its very dishonesty. Everything about Fascism 
was a fraud. The social peril from which it saved Italy was a fraud; the 
revolution by which it seized power was a fraud; the ability and policy 
of Mussolini were fraudulent. Fascist rule was corrupt, incompetent, 
empty; Mussolini himself a vain, blundering boaster without either 
ideas or aims.°? 


Not too surprisingly, some Italian historians viewed the peremptori- 
ness of this dismissal of a generation of their history as itself coloured 
by levity or prejudice. And, from the 1960s on, the Duce’s reputation 
could boast, if not a champion, then certainly a defender of a kind in 
his biographer, Renzo De Felice. In successive volumes, the Italian 
historian became more and more ready to give some credit to 
Mussolini’s achievements or ideals. Moreover, De Felice’s work found 
echo inside Italy, where, during the 1980s, Accamé and De Felice 
collaborated in a series of exhibitions under the patronage of socialist 
Prime Minister, Bettino Craxi. Such displays emphasised the feisty 
originality of Fascism, as manifest, for example, in its consumer goods. 
They ignored war, tyranny and defeat.” At the same time, De Felice 
won converts in the United States, where some experts, perhaps influ- 
enced by their own origins in an emigrant ‘community’ and conscious 
of their ‘roots’, disliked the sarcasm of Taylor and his friends.”! 
Political and cultural events were also favouring a turn in the histo- 
riography as the ‘non-political’ Clifford Geertz and the hard-to-place 
Michel Foucault jostled for chief guru status. By the 1990s quite a few 
Italian historians and even more pundits took on the slightly odd task 
of asking why the nationalisation of the masses in Italy had proved 
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such an inadequate process. In undertaking these investigations, their 
usual target was the ‘parties’, by which they frequently meant the PCI, 
under the Republic. With this focus on the sins of the Left, Fascism 
began to reacquire a certain lustre. Commentators, including De Felice 
before his death, took to admitting that the Fascist regime may have 
had its troubles, but then asking whether they were as bad as those of 
the Republic?” 

Most significant was that new, globalised and marketised politics 
which typically favoured the ‘pacification’ of the past. The 1990s 
became the decade of the ‘apology’ for the sins of the fathers, though 
usually in the most generic way and with little serious attempt to 
investigate what had actually occasioned the evil now being so heart- 
fully, and so cosily, regretted. In Italy, such a process entailed the 
‘de-ideologisation’ of the Fascist dictatorship’s history and 
the cancelling of a moral stance towards the relatively recent events of 
the past. The dispute between Fascism and Anti-Fascism was now 
typically portrayed possessing an incomprehensible passion, when 
the more intelligent present could easily see faults on both sides. Both 
Fascists and Anti-Fascists had killed fellow Italians, the simple 
message ran, and so they were morally indistinguishable. In any case, 
history and heritage were slipping into the same melting pot of info- 
tainment. In its turbid waters Fascism had the advantage of seeming 
fascinating with its plethora of parades and uniforms; its propaganda, 
however feeble compared with that of consumerism, retained a 
posthumous pizzazz. A whole school of ‘culturalist’ historians, espe- 
cially in the USA, entertained themselves, if not always their readers, 
with lovingly ‘thick descriptions’ of the ‘webs of significance’ to be 
found in this or that arena of the dictatorship. 

Mussolini himself was something of an underling in these 
processes, since the culturalists usually thought that they were 
portraying history from below. Since they accepted their powerless- 
ness in the present, they saw no reason to review the exercise of power 
in the past. As far as they were concerned, Mussolini probably held it; 
but who cared, when the task of history was to describe not to 
analyse? A ‘pacification’ of the Fascist past was thus, on balance, good 
for the Duce. The age of embarrassing questions was over.” As early as 
the 1980s, Mussolini’s striding masculine figure had been used to 
advertise the high-quality Hotel Excelsior in Venice. Any client of its 
comforts, the rubric then ran, could rely on the fact that, in that estab- 
lishment, il cliente ha sempre ragione (the client is always right).”* In 
1998, an Italian crime writer decided to use the drama of the 
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assassination attempt on Mussolini in 1926 to write a piece of ‘faction’ 
under the alluring title of Mussolini’s nose.” An English crime-writer, 
less respectfully, had earlier introduced into one of his works a char- 
acter called Benito Mussolini, a photographer, blackmailer and murder 
victim, but one who proved not nearly as clever as his pet monkey.”° 
The further appearance of Mussolini’s image in such surrounds may be 
predicted. To become at last banal may be an odd fate for the Duce, but 
not an altogether unwelcome one, given the more negative conclusions 
that a rigorous analysis of his life would most likely still yield.” 

To be reduced to an advertising icon was certainly not what 
Mussolini had imagined when he embarked so bumptiously on his 
career. But then, in the new millennium, many of his ideas appear so 
evidently wrong. In our era of laissez faire, the Fascist preference for 
autarchy must be written off as fundamentally mistaken economics. In 
a time of globalisation, the petty nationalism of a Fascist Italy, which 
had never altogether secured its rank as a Great Power and which 
utterly failed the ‘test’ of the Second World War, seems antique and 
irrelevant. With a Europe seemingly ever more united, and with their 
nation’s membership being cheered by Italians rather more than by 
any other members of the union, Fascist hopes of nationalising the 
masses look equally ill directed. Still more tellingly, the state which, 
from around the time of Mussolini's birth until the end of the 1980s, 
was a credible centre for the exercise of human power and for the 
spreading of welfare and enlightenment, is now fast disappearing into 
the dustbin of history. The great enemy of the Fascist view of a state 
has turned out to be not, as Mussolini generally imagined, some 
variant of socialist democracy, but rather U.S.-style capitalism. 
Globalised companies now possess a hegemony so sure and unchal- 
lenged, and a propaganda, often boldly marketed as ‘information’, so 
pervasive as to make any Fascist rhetoric about their building of an 
omnipresent stato totalitario seem quaint indeed. 

Mussolini had been accustomed to boast that Fascism was the 
ideology of the twentieth century. For a time, his various admirers and 
fellow-travellers, from Hitler to Franco to Pius XII to Peron and other 
post-war national leaders in the Third World, apparently justified his 
claim. Moreover, even after 1945 the cause of outright neo-fascism, 
certainly in Italy, was, as has been seen, by no means dead. However, 
two generations later, history, despite the occasional surfacings of 
Haiders, Le Pens and Finis, has proven Mussolini utterly wrong. In the 
world order of our times, the only way a far right can survive for long 
or with serious effect is by accommodating itself to globalised 
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capitalism and so by downplaying Fascist ideology, discounting such 
left-overs from the interwar period as corporatism, autarchy, Anti- 
Semitism and other forms of racial theoretics, empire, war and the 
intrusive ‘totalitarian’ state. In certain places and on certain occasions, 
deals between the far right and the market are indeed imaginable, as is 
the occasional despairing indulgence by historical losers in nationalist 
or other forms of fundamentalism. In neither case, however, will the 
result be something which can be legitimately defined as Fascism. A 
confused yearning for a return to national welfarism (at least for some 
special interest group), a bullying patriarchalism, a rapacity towards a 
neighbour's goods, especially among those who already possess 
wealth, a social Darwinian hope in the struggle of the fittest, a linked 
and contradictory envy at the success of others, a ruthless willingness 
to kill and to maim in war and not only in war, an unalloyed racism 
(especially directed against blacks, ‘Slavs’ and Arabs but extending to 
Jews), a determination to end the power of trade unions (or to channel 
it to the advantage of special interest groups), a love of false adver- 
tising, all these ideas may survive and flourish. But they should no 
longer be imagined as constituting a ‘Fascist threat’. Rather, 
Mussolinian Fascism must now be accorded the status of a period 
piece. Only lingering, but incredible, rhetoric about a ‘third way’, 
detached from the market, still carries a hint of the Fascist project, 
although one the advocates of such a path strenuously ignore or deny. 

If his ideology is falling back into the mists of the past, perhaps 
Mussolini the politician is not. Just as once he tried to appear the most 
knowledgeable of men, today’s leaders on occasion flaunt their own 
unlikely intellectuality. If Mussolini's fame did not seem to make him 
happy but rather left him cynical about women, friends, family and 
nation, his successors continue to grasp for power and then be most 
often unrequited when it turns out to be hollow. Indeed, the myth- 
making about the Duce’s charisma, in which Mussolini himself so 
eagerly participated, may well have paved the way to the contempo- 
rary world of ‘spin’, in which the last or most damaging ambition of 
any sage executive is self-knowledge. Aspects of Mussolinian 
populism — his alleged fondness for sport, his mingling (most 
frequently from behind his office desk) with wide groups of his 
subjects and with foreign admirers, even his public extrusion of his 
bodily liquids — have tended to become the norm since his death, but 
were less than usual in the world into which he was born. It may not 
be altogether clear how much Mussolini really believed that the 
appearance is the message, but he often acted as though it was, or it 
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might as well be. As a man of image, Mussolini can indeed boast heirs. 

In sum, then, it may be agreed that Mussolini was, in some sense, ‘a 
man for all that’, a personage who reflected his gender, class, region 
and nation, a tyrant of course, but not so vicious that history should 
relegate him, frozen, to the bottommost circle of a Dantesque hell. Yet, 
perhaps to his greater dismay, Mussolini's story in practice turns out 
to have been one of sound and fury, possessed of a certain historical 
significance to Italy and to Europe at a certain historical moment, but 
with a lasting legacy largely confined to the superficial. In the final 
analysis, the problem with Benito Amilcare Andrea Mussolini was 
that, for all his aspirations to exercise power, he turned out to be no 
more than an ambitious intellectual from the provinces who believed 
that his will mattered and who thought, as did others, that he was a 
Duce and could lead a state like Italy towards a special sort of moderni- 
sation. His propagandists declared that he was always right. However, 
in the most profound matters which touch on the human condition, he 
was, with little exception, wrong. 
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